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multiculturalism. (Haylett, 2001; Sveinsson, 2009; Rhodes, 2010; 
Beider, 2014); and, second, the voice of the white working class has 
not been directly heard, being mediated instead through politicians and 
the media, leading to a negative construction (see Murray, 1996; see 
also The White Season and Till Death Us Do Part). In addressing these 
frames and in reconfiguring the representation of white working-class 
communities in the debates on multiculturalism and social change, it 
is important to create a space for their perspectives. Communities that 
view themselves as lacking voice, whether real or perceived, need to 
be given a platform in order to engage and be challenged on issues of 
multiculturalism and change. 

This and the following chapter are based on two research projects 
undertaken sequentially. The first of these was supported by the Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation (JRF), with fieldwork undertaken between July 
2009 and March 2011. The rationale was to gain views on community 
cohesion and social change from white working-class communities, 
who had been marginalised in the discussion of these subjects. It has 
already been noted that white working-class communities had been 
the subject of policy frames addressing disadvantage and exclusion, 
such as the National Strategy for Neighbourhood Renewal launched 
by the Labour government in 2000 (DCLG, 2001).Varying levels of 
alarm about this segment of society being outside of mainstream norms 
was well-established by commentators (Murray, 1996) and also in the 
media (Sveinsson, 2009). Despite the white working class being active 
participants in key events on race relations in the post-1945 period, 
including the Notting Hill riots in 1958, the Smethwick election result 
in 1964, Powell’s “Rivers of Blood’ speech in 1968 and the Northern 
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riots in 2001, they were either absent or marginal in government 
publications. For example, in the report of the aforementioned 
riots of 2001, the white working class were relegated to secondary 
actors behind the rush to put forward the thesis of entrenched racial 
segregation leading to ‘parallel lives’ (Garner, 2007). In the 1958 riots 
and the political events surrounding Smethwick and the ‘Rivers of 
Blood’ speech, the white working class were viewed as angry, resentful 
and racist (Crossman, 1991; Olden, 2008; Schofield, 2013). They were 
either constructed as unwitting and silent victims or as raging racists, 
with little flexibility between these extremes. Given this, the JRF 
and subsequent project wanted to create a space for a more measured 
depiction of whiteness, class and perspectives on community cohesion 
and multiculturalism that had been hitherto afforded. The report was 
published in 2011 (Beider, 2011). 

The second of the two projects was sponsored by the Open Society 
Foundation (OSF), with fieldwork conducted during 2013. This 
was after the 2010 general election and in the midst of the cutbacks 
in public spending under the new Conservative—Liberal Democrat 
Coalition government, both of which led to significant redundancies 
in the public sector. There had been a level of criticism from the new 
government that multiculturalism had been propped up by the state 
(see Cameron, 2011). As a result, local government had less capacity 
to implement community cohesion policy after 2010. Indeed, the new 
government’s statement on multiculturalism and cohesion, Creating 
the conditions for integration (DCLG, 2012) emphasised the importance 
of non-state actors in driving forward the strategy. The JRF project 
focused solely on white working-class communities and their views on 
community cohesion. The OSF study considered the views of low- 
income white and Muslim communities on cohesion and integration, 
and how they may be able to work together for common benefit on 
grassroots projects. The report was published in 2014 (Beider, 2014). 

Apart from being undertaken at different times and having slightly 
different aims, the research projects were located in different places. 
The JRF study identified white neighbourhoods in global, industrial 
and provincial cities. These were Somers Town in London, Aston in 
Birmingham and Canley in Coventry. The OSF project was based 
in Walthamstow in North-East London and consolidated previous 
research on Muslims in London commissioned by the OSF (OSE 2012). 
Both projects adopted the same definition of the white working class. 
That is, people who had identified themselves as white in the 2001 
Census and fitted the socio-economic categories of C2, D and E, 
previously discussed in Chapter One of this book. In Chapter One of 
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the book, we noted the problems in defining the white working class 
and the trend to looking at wider classification based on networks and 
culture (Savage et al, 2014). Definitional challenges and limitations are 
noted in both reports. 

Partnerships were established with community organisations (Somers 
Town, Aston) or community activists (Waltham Forest, Canley) in 
order to recruit white working-class residents. Snowball sampling 
then helped to generate interviewees, who formed the basis of focus 
groups. In total, there were 100 residents interviewed in the JRF 
project. The pool of participants was split almost equally in terms 
of gender and there was equitable representation across different age 
groups. The OSF project was smaller as it focused on a single area. 
Here, there were 31 white participants, with 21 women and 10 men. 
Again, there was good representation across age ranges. The research 
projects deployed a qualitative methodology of focus groups, study 
days and case study interviews. These studies give an insight into 
the views of 131 white working-class residents across four different 
neighbourhoods on multiculturalism, cohesion and social change. To 
this end, the analysis that will be discussed in this and the following 
chapter consolidates the perspectives of recent studies in terms of the 
disconnection from politics and the lack of voice on policy (Garner, 
2007; National Community Forum, 2009; Rogaly and Taylor, 2009; 
Pearce and Milne, 2010). 

The themes that will be discussed in this chapter include: a critical 
appraisal of national frames; such as community cohesion and 
integration; views on multiculturalism and social change; and how 
white working-class identity is framed by the residents themselves. 
Most of the data are drawn from the JRF project, which reconnect 
with earlier discussions in the book. 


Perspectives on community cohesion 


The concept of community cohesion was understood by local 
stakeholders. Policies and strategies were in place and interventions 
to support cohesion had been put into practice. There are differences 
in how community cohesion is advanced. In Camden, the term used 
is ‘social’ rather than ‘community’ cohesion. A stakeholder responded 
that there was no clear origin for the subtle difference but he thought 
that it was for political reasons: “My guess is that at the time the Cohesion 
team was formed, we had a Lib Dem—Conservative administration in 
Camden and ‘Community’ cohesion was seen as a term more associated with 
Labour?” (Somers Town stakeholder, male). This seems to suggest that 
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community cohesion was developed and implemented under a Labour 
government and may reflect some of the issues associated with political 
ownership. A social cohesion advisory group was established with the 
aim to ‘promote more integrated and harmonious communities in the 
borough; improve access to public and community spaces and buildings 
to facilitate greater interaction between diverse communities; integrate 
new arrivals, including refugee communities, into local communities 
and democratic life’ (Camden Local Strategic Partnership, 2007). 

However, it should also be pointed out that Birmingham and 
Coventry had Conservative-led administrations during the course 
of this project and both use the term ‘community cohesion’. Local 
stakeholders accepted the term but had varying levels of concerns. 
Principally, these were related to the difficulties in applying the concept 
of community cohesion, as well as understanding the content. For 
example, Somers Town and Canley stakeholders had a variety of 
responses: 


“Community cohesion is really nebulous and very difficult for 
anyone to engage with.” (Somers Town stakeholder, male) 


“Less political correctness — we have gone too far. My dad was 
Latvian. Community cohesion is part of that political correctness 
and it alienates and divides people. Even communities have issues 
with it — they don’t want to be tarred with the same brush. That 
stuff about not having Christmas and having a winter festival 
instead — Indians I know are aghast at it.” (Canley stakeholder, 
male) 


However, local stakeholders seemed to be frustrated that the term 
was being imposed by national government with very little flexibility 
in relation to local circumstances. In practice, community cohesion 
manifested itself in different ways across the neighbourhoods. For 
example, community cohesion was shaped by the local authority in 
Coventry but the focus was on equality and access in order to enable 
people to come together. Explicit is criticism of previous approaches 
on community cohesion that focused on particular groups rather than 
the broadest possible approach to engage all groups: 


“Partnership and community cohesion strategy were all rubbish 
and missed the point. Most of the focus is on asylum seekers and 
so on — it’s not just about responding. An issue is about ongoing 
dialogue with new communities seen as wanting special routes 
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into the council, there needs to be access across the board, everyone 
should have a route — not just special cases or groups.” (Canley 
stakeholder, female) 


Camden stakeholders stated that local strategies hold the key to 
improving community cohesion. This is partly because it may be 
seen as a remote concept and also that residents have to live with the 
challenges and experiences of different groups in Somers Town. They 
need to be empowered to work with community organisations and 
come up with grassroots approaches: 


“Communities have to lead on integration and cohesion work. The 
council can’t do it because it is detached. Having local people from 
the area doing community work gives it a head start and lends it 
immediate credibility. People aren’t going to trust someone who 
turns up with a suit and a briefcase.” (Somers Town stakeholder, 
male) 


These comments suggest that community cohesion can be negatively 
perceived as part of political correctness, inflexible and imposed by 
national government. Instead, there is a need for greater flexibility and 
grassroots interventions in neighbourhoods. 


The role of local community organisations 


The project wanted to explore the role of locally based community 
organisations in supporting cohesion on the ground. In particular, 
this included acting as a conduit to bring people together, generate 
greater understanding and increase tolerance. This is emphasised by 
the following stakeholder with reference to the value of community 
organisations: “It is an important conduit for people to come together because 
of reducing prejudice” (Somers Town stakeholder, female). Community 
organisations were viewed by some stakeholders as important in 
building cohesion, supporting civic society and holding stakeholders 
to account. In each study area, we observed organisations that adopted 
or were supporting this role, for example: Somers Town Community 
Association organising activities that cut across race, gender and class, 
such as childcare and catering; Westwood School in Canley teaching 
students about respect and tolerance as part of mainstream lessons; and 
in Aston, the work of Aston Pride New Deal for Communities [NDC] 
on community engagement and representation. Despite this work, 
stakeholders had a range of concerns about community organisations. 


121 


White working-class voices 


Coventry stakeholders were concerned about the level of apathy 
in Canley. It was reported that there were not enough community 
organisations to liaise with the local authority and undertake work 
to build community cohesion or, indeed, support other activities. 
Community development workers and councillors had attempted a 
range of activities to engage local communities but these had been, at 
best, only partially successful. The view was that people only organise 
to protest against change rather than to support a proactive agenda: 


“They don’t come together, don’t come to meetings unless we 
planned to knock it down, a proposed name change for the club 
brought them all out. We shouldn’t drive communities. I couldn’t 
think of anything that would pull them in — only the usual 
suspects.” (Canley stakeholder, male) 


Interestingly, this Canley stakeholder believed that residents wanted 
minimum interference and only reacted when the status quo was 
threatened. This is similar to the complaints about community 
cohesion, which was viewed by some as a top-down model of national 
government intervention. The stakeholder dilemma in Canley may be 
summarised in the following quotes: 


“There is a need for an overriding organisation. There are a lot of 
ad hoc things going on.” (Canley stakeholder, male) 


“An organisation promoting Canley, would it work? No — if we 
ran it from here [city], we would be interfering, if we ran it from 
there [Canley], they wouldn’t do it.” (Canley stakeholder, male) 


There was much discussion by residents about the importance of pubs 
and clubs as places of community interaction. Canley has both, but 
these were not regarded as vibrant places. Rather, they were failing 
institutions that amplify the problems of community engagement in 
the area: 


“In Canley, there are three pubs. A family steakhouse — it’s 
dragged itself up, challenged groups and gangs. The [X] improved 
by becoming the [X]. It was taken over by devout Christians that 
kicked out the cliques, but in doing so, kicked out its bread and 
butter. The social club struggles, the smoking ban didn’t help. I don’t 
know how it is going to maintain itself, after the smoking ban, they 
scrubbed it so it was bright and cheery, six months later, it is the 
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same old four playing dominos, it’s a shame. The [X] is run by a 
little group of people, quite tight — a suit and tie would clear the 
place, it’s a pub going nowhere fast.” (Canley stakeholder, male) 


It is important to note that these are all commercial enterprises not 
supported by government, although the social club has received some 
public funding. 

In contrast, Camden has many community centres and organisations 
that are supported by local authority funding. They are viewed as 
an important part of the civic engagement of different groups across 
the area. Some, such as Somers Town Community Association, are 
generic and appeal to all sections of the community. However, others 
are more specific and are seen to appeal to sectional groups. Many 
residents in Somers Town perceived that minority groups received 
preferential support and funding for community organisations that 
the white working class could not access, such as the Asian Women’s 
Centre. The theme of community organisations supporting sectional 
interests in Somers Town had been raised by the local authority. The 
agenda of a social cohesion meeting posed the question as to whether 
community centres contributed to, or prevented, community cohesion 
(Camden Local Strategic Partnership, 2007). Some stakeholders were 
mildly critical of community organisations, believing that they had 
become too focused on internal debates and processes rather than on 
building community cohesion: “How mixed are the groups in community 
centres? Local interest is about running organisations and decision-making 
structures” (Somers Town stakeholder, male). 

Specifically on community organisations, and white working-class 
engagement in particular, Camden stakeholders pointed to Connecting 
Communities funding, which supported work with these groups, such 
as convening meetings of men in Somers Town and outreach work in 
pubs in the neighbourhood. A stakeholder did suggest that in contrast 
with new communities, the expectation of some white working-class 
communities was that Camden Council would resolve problems. For 
example, the following quote suggests that new communities may be 
more dynamic: “The Congolese community pull together and have an after- 
school club” (Somers Town stakeholder, female). 

Aston Pride NDC had a remit to regenerate part of the area from 
2001 to 2011. Much of the focus was on supporting community 
organisations and organising activities that could bring people together, 
as well as deliver services. Regrettably, local stakeholders recognised 
that the Aston Pride boundary excluded most white residents in the 
area. This led to the perception, recounted by residents elsewhere 
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in this report, that the regeneration agency only met the needs of 
minority groups. 

In fairness, Aston Pride worked closely with the Flood Action Group. 
Most, but not all, of the active members were long-established white 
residents living in the Witton area. The flooding caused by a local 
underground river had galvanised local residents to form an action 
group that lobbied the local authority for help and support with fixing 
damaged properties. The group continued to work together, accessing 
wider support from the local authority, for example, members worked 
with Aston Pride to refurbish Witton Community Centre, which was 
reopened in 2010 as a space for meetings and activities. 

One Aston stakeholder suggested that more could be done to increase 
the voice of white communities in Aston. The community carnival, 
held annually in July, was successful in bringing together different 
groups, although there was a major issue in that some groups were 
not represented, creating resentment among those affected: “The white 
community is active but don’t feel they are represented. You could say that the 
Witton Flood Action Group gave a voice to this group but also had lots of 
other people” (Aston stakeholder, male). 

Despite the ending of Connecting Communities and uncertainty 
about government spending and policy interventions, the challenges 
of community cohesion remain. There was a clear division in the 
awareness of community cohesion between stakeholders and residents, 
with the former able to understand its core meaning and discuss how 
cohesion was developed in each research site. These were individuals 
who were partly responsible for developing and implementing policy. 
The majority of residents had not heard of the term ‘community 
cohesion’, but a few had and knew its meaning. 

Discussion with both stakeholders and residents demonstrated a 
number of challenges with community cohesion as a concept and 
its perception and usefulness as a model of intervention. Many 
stakeholders found community cohesion to be a problematic concept. 
Some associated the term with a top-down approach to community 
development. It was nebulous in the sense that both ‘community’ and 
‘cohesion’ can have different meanings depending on locality, ideology 
and the composition of communities. The following stakeholder 
comment is typical of the findings: 


“People just glaze over. It’s an expression of forced mixing of 
communities on people from a height. Not mixing from the bottom 
up. It’s only sociologists and council staff that use the term. It’s not 
an experience, community cohesion; you don’t hear people asking 
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about cohesion. You hear them asking if so and so went to the 
village fete.” (Canley stakeholder, male) 


In this context, community cohesion was regarded as a generic 
instrument imposed on local authorities, neighbourhoods and residents 
by national government. 

Policymakers appeared to have an understanding of the key tenets 
but recognised limitations in application. Its association with national 
government and its cross-cutting reach leave the concept exposed at 
a time of dramatic reductions in government spending: 


“Community Cohesions equals authority, it’s a negative. It’s not 
necessarily about race ... working class are quite a tolerant group 
of people, in Coventry, we have Polish, Ukraine, Asian, Irish, 
West Indian, Somalian” (Canley stakeholder, male). 


Stakeholders welcomed new and practical interventions to support 
community renewal. Many suggested that community cohesion 
happened in these neighbourhoods prior to the concept being instilled 
into government policy. 

After a decade of policy guidance and local interventions, there is a 
still reluctance by national government to recognise how difference is 
manifested. As seen in resident debates, difference is a lived experience 
for many people. Difference couched in terms of immigration and 
competition for resources such as housing may lead to a racist discourse. 
Community cohesion was viewed as shutting down discussion about 
the composition of communities: 


“We close down debates about race ... conflict is not always bad 
and difference can be good and leads to change.” (Somers Town 
stakeholder, male) 


“Tt affects them in the same way as us.... It’s the worst expression to 
use, it disenfranchises 90% of the people.” (Canley stakeholder, 
male) 


We learned from the project that community cohesion presented a 
conundrum to stakeholders. It was viewed as being a government 
instrument that forced different communities to work together. 
However, on the positive side, there was recognition of its influence 
in shaping policy, although it was not seen as easy to implement. Local 
stakeholders gave examples of what they thought were community 
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cohesion initiatives in the study areas. These ranged from working 
with schools on hate crime (Coventry), supporting new arrivals 
(Birmingham), promoting a city as belonging to a broad spectrum of 
people (Coventry) and organising street festivals (Camden). This is 
summed up in the following stakeholder quote in response to listing 
community cohesion activities: 


“Positive images campaign city-wide. It doesn’t matter where you 
are from and what you like, we all come from Coventry now, the 
feedback from BME [black and minority ethnic] groups around a 
sense of belonging was very positive; neighbourhood management, 
community engaged is what its about, a citizen rather than a 
customer; far Right activity, racism, DNA testing promotion, we 
are different to how we see ourselves; schools — spent more Prevent 
money; targeted activity — the gentle stuff.” (Canley stakeholder, 
female) 


Our findings demonstrated that the real issues and challenges within 
neighbourhoods are not so much about bringing people together on 
common and shared norms, but about accepting the value of difference 
and how this is manifested within the arena of power and conflict, such 
as competition for social housing or support for community projects. 
This resonates with resident findings discussed later in the report. Here, 
residents felt that their views were muted compared to other groups. 
Concerns were not being listened to by government. More than this, 
conflict over resources, such as social housing in Somers Town and 
Canley, pointed to cohesion challenges: principally, that the concept 
had become preoccupied with cultural explanations (see Chapter 
Two) and less about difference and conflict. This view is summarised 
by a stakeholder who has responsibility for delivering cohesion policy: 
“Groups of people have issues and they want to make themselves distinct from 
other groups. We are going against this by smothering over differences. Conflict 
is not really bad and difference is good, although it is a challenge” (Somers 
Town stakeholder, male). 

In contrast to local stakeholders, most residents had not heard of 
community cohesion. This is not altogether surprising because it is 
not an outward-facing concept. It could be contended that definitional 
challenges regarding community cohesion should only concern those 
who work directly in policy. The minority of residents across the three 
areas who stated that they understood the concept suggested that it 
was about bringing people together: 
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“Using community centres to bring people together, varieties 
of cultures, positive ways of bringing people together.” (Aston 
resident, male) 


“Yes, I have heard of it as I go to a lot of meetings, it’s about 
networks of activities, local people working together to improve 
things.” (Canley resident, female) 


“It’s everyone getting together, working together, bringing down 
barriers to include everyone; race, culture, it all being welcome.” 
(Somers Town resident, female) 


Although most had not heard of the term, they were prompted to think 
further about its meaning. There was a consensus that community 
cohesion was about bringing people together. Beyond this basic 
assumption, there was very little recognition of norms and shared 
spaces. Rather, the opposite was the case. Much of the discussion 
with residents was focused on how government policies on race and 
equality at local and national level had not connected with white 
working-class residents. These policies were a proxy for political 
correctness. In short, some residents viewed equality of opportunity 
as simply supporting minority groups at the expense of the majority. 
Political correctness was raised on a number of occasions during the 
course of the project and was seen as diminishing the rights of white 
working-class communities: 


“Tt means that we do what they want.” (Aston resident, male) 


“Segregating groups — like [X] — the Asian women’s centre. 
Everyone should have access — they segregate themselves and 
whatever funding they get, they kept. It’s PC [political 
correctness] to throw money at them.” (Somers Town resident, 
female) 


We could be sanguine about the fact that many residents did not 
know about community cohesion. After all, this was developed 
by government and largely discussed by the policy and academic 
communities. A more substantive point relates to policy disconnection 
with white working-class communities. Despite attempts to build 
community cohesion in Aston, Canley and Somers Town, people felt 
disenfranchised. The perspectives of white working-class communities 
had been excluded from debates on immigration, race and community. 
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Moreover, government (and community cohesion was framed in this 
way) seemed uninterested and favoured minorities instead. 
Residents wanted to increase interaction with different people in 
their neighbourhood. The focus was on creating spaces for community 
interaction to take place. For example, people in Coventry lamented 
that the Canley Carnival had not happened for many years and that 
community development work had declined: “The carnival in Canley 
stopped 20 years ago, the community centre in St Margaret’s closed. People 
are not prepared to do something for nothing. Most people now take rather 
than give back. It really has gone downhill” (Canley resident, female). 
Community interaction was recognised as being beneficial. It seems 
that the basis for valuing diversity is predicated on the role of neutral 
spaces and institutions such as community organisations, schools and 
street festivals. These are embedded in the community, trusted and 
credible, and largely non-political. Thus, community organisations 
encountered during the research were valued for providing services 
such as advice on welfare issues, access to childcare and signposting 
services. Similarly, schools focus on improving educational outcomes 
for young people and families living in disadvantaged communities, 
while festivals provide a space to participate freely in a range of arts 
and cultural activities. These are examples of community advocacy 
that is provided freely and fairly to all groups within a neighbourhood: 


“My son is the only white kid in his class — he is seven this year 
— he loves it — his sister and one other are the only white kids in 
the school. Mainly black, Somalian, Asian and mixed race — they 
like it — we have only had one incident where someone shoved dirt 
in his face. I think it’s good for him.” (Aston resident, female) 


“Brilliant. It’s community-based so no one cares; it’s about being 
good people. We have had lots of Kosovans and Chinese move 
into the area.” (Canley resident, female) 


“In the school I was working in, a lot of Bengali and Somalia 
community, you might have five British working-class whites in 
the whole school. We did a lot of work, weekly events — got a 
whole group going for everyone — it didn’t feel agenda-based. If 
you keep the fairness going, everyone was equal to come and get 
on.” (Somers Town resident, female) 


Community interaction took place in each of our research 
neighbourhoods but at an informal rather than formal level. In 
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shops, junior schools and in parks, people met each other in routine 
situations. In this way, community cohesion was placed as a series of 
routine interactions set against the everyday life of a neighbourhood. 
It is organic. Residents expressed the desire for these conversations 
with people who are different with regard to race and class, or both: 


“The places people meet each other are the doctor’s surgery, the 
market, the pub. Thats where you'd bump into someone in the 
street and hear that so-and-so” just died, or got married, and you'd 
get all your information that way — you wouldn’t have to read it 
in a Journal.” (Somers Town resident, female) 


Local stakeholders understood the concept of community cohesion 
but did not feel that it had been helpful in terms of application. Some 
viewed it as central government interference and this was picked 
up by residents who complained about political correctness and the 
unfairness of government policy on race and equality of opportunity. 
The fieldwork shows that people perceived local authorities as not 
wanting to hear what they have to say, or giving them any input into 
decision-making. 

The research findings demonstrated that national policies such 
as community cohesion need to be reconfigured to focus on the 
grassroots experiences of communities. Most importantly, there is a 
need to connect policy to the day-to-day experiences of people living 
in these types of neighbourhoods. A disconnect between policymakers 
and people seems to exist and appears to be deepening. Beyond this, 
community cohesion has to move from being perceived as a top- 
down model of government intervention to one that engages with the 
routine lives of people. Community interaction happens in informal 
and neutral spaces in a myriad of ways. Residents want to be engaged 
in a bottom-up debate about communities, change and the future 


The construction of whiteness and class 


Across the three areas, there was consensus that the term ‘white working 
class’ was not about social or economic categorisation, but acceptance 
of a values-driven framework. In this context, values seemed to be 
fixed, exclusive and bounded, but class was permeable, dynamic and 
open. These communities were keen to differentiate themselves from 
others on the basis of both class and race, and wanted to reclaim white 
and working-class as an identity that should be valued by government 
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and society as a whole. It was something to be proud of and had little 
in common with stereotypes. 

An important and interesting theme emerging from fieldwork 
was the construction of whiteness. As discussed earlier, much of the 
commentary on this group is unflattering. A point of convergence 
depicts white working-class communities as a feckless group, which 
is resistant to change, problematic in terms of social norms and 
behaviours, and living in annexed council estates that are mired in 
unemployment, high teenage pregnancy rates and poor educational 
performance (Murray, 1996). Of course, stereotyped assumptions 
have been attributed to many communities, and not simply from the 
wider media. 

There is very little research on the perspective of residents and 
activists giving a grassroots view on the themes of white working-class 
communities and community cohesion. This is a considerable weakness 
The studies gave these groups a voice, which was especially important 
at the time of the general election, when many felt disenfranchised. 

The research demonstrated that there was another type of social 
construction being developed in terms of ethnicity and class. Many 
of those who participated were eager to differentiate themselves from 
others who shared the neighbourhood. It should be emphasised that 
the discussion was not exclusively about minority communities, 
although this was the most important theme across the study areas. 
Debates focusing on newcomers included students (in Canley and 
Somers Town, as well as Aston) and middle-class householders (in 
Somers Town and, to an extent, Canley), who were seen as eroding 
neighbourhoods. The threat to neighbourhood cohesion and, to a 
lesser extent, working-class values was not simply fixed on migrants 
or immigration, but also encapsulated encroachment from middle- 
class gentrification and the expansion of universities, both leading to 
a reduction in the availability of affordable housing. 

As we have seen, working-class communities have been framed 
within negative cultural connotations as being work-shy and unable 
or unwilling to embrace demographic and economic changes. Yet, 
residents were angry about the projection of such values placed on 
their neighbourhoods and the people who lived in these places. There 
was acceptance that a minority of residents led a lifestyle that was 
dependent on benefits, crime and dysfunctional families. These were 
viewed as outside the working class and, in many cases, were met with 
a withering reaction. In one of the areas, this was a stronger factor, 
with recognition of criminal families having an element of control 
and influence: 
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“Looking at the whole area, the bottom end has changed, the 
middle area is quite stable. Over the road is very different. Lots 
of subcultures. It’s crazy! Talking at the micro-level of three or 
four streets. It’s a bit frightening just how ingrained it is — a very 
divided area.” (Canley stakeholder, male) 


“The urban myth is that Canley is where the most criminal 
families live, it is where the drug trade is run from. There is an 
element of truth. There are parts of Coventry that are white, 
working-class and less isolated and removed than Canley.” (Canley 
stakeholder, female) 


These comments are typical of much of the discussion about stereotypes. 
The reality is that a very small number of people conform to commonly 
held white working-class images. These are largely located in distinct 
parts of the neighbourhood (as is the case with Canley) or in specific 
housing developments (Somers Town). There is a need to accept 
that disadvantaged neighbourhoods are neither the idyllic vision of 
working-class culture nor the dens of iniquity of popular portrayal. 
As ever, the reality is rather different from these two opposite and 
extreme perspectives. Residents and other interviewees were nuanced 
in the way that they defined areas. The Canley quotes demonstrated 
recognition that problematic perceptions exist but, at the same time, 
emphasised the importance of separating sub-neighbourhoods and 
residents. In the same way that publications on the white working 
class have been criticised for generating pathologies or “Othering’ 
(Sveinsson, 2009), residents were inclined to differentiate themselves 
from other groups and neighbourhood areas that were problematic. 
They were not perceived to be part of the working class. 
Attempting to define the term ‘white working class’ became an 
important feature of the discussions during the course of the research. 
For methodological reasons, we suggested a social economic category 
of groups C2, D and E living in areas in the neighbourhoods in the 
top 20% of the Index of Multiple Deprivation used by government. 
It was clear from the outset that the definition needed refining, and 
our discussions with both residents and stakeholders helped to advance 
the notion of the white working class. White ethnicity was viewed by 
some residents as being exclusive, fixed and bounded. However, some 
of the residents interviewed had non-white relatives, and white migrant 
groups such as Polish workers who had moved to the UK after EU 
expansion in 2004 were regarded as being problematic because of the 
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adverse impact on the availability of affordable housing. Class was much 
more difficult to define. It was permeable, transitory and unbounded. 

It should be noted that a small proportion of those interviewed 
in the community study days and focus groups had family members 
who were drawn from minority backgrounds. This was not a blunt 
one-dimensional group. Rather, it was multifaceted and expressed that 
difference could be beneficial. Some raised and celebrated the concept 
of ‘a melting pot, or a fusion of different communities, as something that 
should and could be embraced. On the subject of integration, it was 
seen as a matter of simply joining in and being part of a community. 
For example, in one area, the pub is owned by a Sri Lankan landlord 
who is a popular figure in the local community and whose wife was 
welcomed to the country when she relocated in 2010: 


“I grew up around Birmingham; I have coloured black friends and 
I’ve got a bit of Indian in me but I don’t know much about that 
culture.” (Aston resident, male) 


“I can’t be racist as I have seven half-Bengali step-children... 
there is no division because this is their home.” (Somers Town 
resident, male) 


“I come from a Welsh rural community, grew up on a farm — became 
a lorry driver for many years — at the end, I was a manager, but I 
still see myself as working-class.” (Somers Town resident, male) 


These individuals continued to regard themselves as working-class 
because of values based on reciprocity and mutual support. The key 
point to be made here is about whiteness and ‘othering’. As discussed 
in Chapter One, some have suggested that white working-class groups 
have been cast as a distinct ‘other’ in society (Nayak, 2009; Skeggs, 
2009). Residents interviewed during this project viewed themselves 
as a group in class and ethnic terms, even though, in some cases, the 
latter was more complex. Ethnicity was implicit in the discussions 
while class was more explicit. Groups identified themselves as white 
and working-class. 

The normative assumptions about the white working class leading 
to the layering of negative cultural stereotypes were acknowledged and 
resented by participants across the research sites in two distinct ways. 
First, there was a sweeping assumption that everyone living in these 
areas was feckless and helpless against the reality that many people 
worked and sustained families despite challenging economic and social 
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circumstances. Second, and related to the first, there was an assumption 
that the white working-class are a lumpen proletariat: 


“They think that we are all on the giro. They think we are all 
the same.” (Aston resident male) 


“I may be from the 19th floor of a tower block, 30 and have a 
child, but I am not stupid! I see the news. My father’s got O 
and A levels and all that. I get fed up with being seen as thick.” 
(Somers Town resident, female) 


There was an eagerness to put forward another type of social 
construction of the white working class. People highlighted the 
importance of intrinsic and bounded values. These were principles and 
core beliefs that people were born into and that could not be traded. 
They emphasised a strong work ethic, respect, collective values and 
reciprocal support. Repeatedly, residents emphasised these values as an 
important part of identity and, crucially, as something that differentiated 
them from other groups by ethnicity and class: “It is about who you 
are. It is about identity” (Somers Town resident, male); “Working-class is 
not about money. It’s about people who have always worked, live in a council 
area and grown up with working-class values” (Canley resident, female). 

The point made was that being working-class means having a values 
system based on respect for yourself and others. Indeed, those who do 
not work and did not display these values were frowned upon: 


“The benefits culture isn’t working-class. It’s not the unfortunate 
ones that need benefits that are the problem; it is the deliberate 
exploiters of the system who don’t want to work. They are an 
underclass and at odds with the working class.” (Somers Town 
resident, male) 


“We are not low-class, I’m working-class.” (Aston resident, 
female) 


The bounded set of egalitarian values is important and helps the group 
to self-identify. Rather than being presented as a dependent community 
that had lost its way, participants across study areas emphasised a 
framework or code of working-class principles. In this way, identity 
could be maintained. People could understand, in a common-sense 
way, that they were similar. Thus, newcomers were not seen as being 
part of this value system. Most of the discussion and debate focused on 
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minority communities, but not exclusively. Newcomers could also be 
composed of middle-class people gentrifying Somers Town or students 
moving into Canley. Differentiation was most marked by how some 
established minority communities were viewed as uninterested in hard 
work, reciprocity and respect. This was emphasised in most of the 
discussions. These minority groups were regarded as being dependent 
on public subsidies and abusing the welfare system to the detriment of 
the working class. In Canley, some residents spoke about the adverse 
impact of Polish migrants moving into the area: 


“I used to vote Labour, I won’t even vote now because they let 
in so many Poles and other foreigners, they get all the work, and 
Labour did nothing!” (Canley resident, male) 


“And the Poles have been put here. On the bus [the driver], they 
don’t even know where they are going. There will be more when 
the new houses go up. There are loads of Poles and Somalians, 
some Asians.” (Canley resident, female) 


Concerns about white migrants in Aston were also expressed, but 
these were about cultural norms, as well as problems in private sector 
housing allocation and the impact on the neighbourhood: “The private 
landlords are filling their houses with Somalis, Poles, illegal immigrants. My 
husband’; the only one who clears our entry” (Aston resident, female). This 
suggests that the problem of community cohesion and white working- 
class communities may not be associated with race. In addition, British 
white working-class identity is based on values that some newcomers 
may not share. 

Students were also seen as being problematic. The short-term nature 
of lettings gave rise to neighbourhood churn and led to deterioration 
in neighbourhoods: “And there are a lot of students, a lot of the buy-to-let 
go to students — and they aren’t here for long and they don’t care. Some of 
them are very untidy. The foreigners are the same” (Somers Town resident, 
female). The following quote from a resident in Aston recounts the 
problems of living in the neighbourhood: “Rubbish that the Asians leave 
around — fridges and mattresses. White students are bad as well — I saw rats 
in bags of rubbish they left outside” (Aston resident, female). 

In Canley, proximity to the University of Warwick leads to increased 
housing pressures as students access housing. Some of these are 
international students. This leads to the conflation of students and 
foreigners having an adverse impact on the area. For example, asked a 
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second time about the adverse impact of living in Canley, the following 
quotes suggest that students are seen as being problematic: 


“Foreigners — loads of Chinese in the last five years buying houses 
and renting them to students.” (Canley resident, female) 


‘T’ve lived here for 34 years in the immediate area and there are 
a lot of students, unruly children that break fences. I will leave as 
soon as I can. I hate it.” (Canley resident, female) 


Problems associated with white minorities, such as Polish migrants, 
or other groups, such as students, were raised in all three study areas. 
Moreover, a few of the residents involved in the research were from 
white minority backgrounds, for example, Greek. This suggests that 
white working-class communities may not be quite as bounded and 
homogeneous as described earlier. Hence, the challenges are not simply 
about ethnicity, as Poles are deemed to be white but present issues in 
terms of integration, housing and employment. In addition, students 
are also viewed in a negative way in terms of cohesion and restricting 
access to housing. Both groups are seen as a distinct ‘other’ separate 
from working-class values and culture. 

The definition of the working class shows that ethnicity is of key 
importance. People cannot belong if they do not have a certain values 
set. It was almost viewed as a non-transferable birthright that guides 
and supports throughout a life course. Of course, ethnicity is a wider 
and more nuanced concept than race and is applicable in this context. 
Fixed and bounded values, alongside ethnicity, appeared to be the key 
determinant of being white working-class, although this is challenged 
by research conducted with a similar group discussed in Chapter Six (see 
also Beider, 2014). There is much less certainty when the discussion 
turned to the issue of defining class. Some participants thought that it 
was more about employment or tenure: “Working-class is literally someone 
working and providing for their family” (Canley stakeholder, male); “When 
I was a kid, I thought it meant people who couldn’t afford to buy a house” 
(Somers Town resident, female). 

Here, working-class is not about being bounded, but could 
encompass any working or waged person with a family in any 
neighbourhood. Alternatively, it could mean all those who are in 
rented accommodation. Class becomes an elastic term, leading to many 
different interpretations: “Our working definition is traditional — a group of 
people from those on benefits to blue-collar, all semi-skilled or unskilled labour 
groups” (Canley stakeholder, female). 
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In contrast to working-class values, there was no agreement about 
the definition of class. Policies such as the “Right to Buy’ introduced 
by the Thatcher government in the 1980s weakened the notion of 
tenure as a key building block of working-class identity. This was not 
raised in any of the sessions convened during the project as a strong 
indicator of being working-class. On the contrary, buying a council 
house was viewed as leading to increased prosperity: 

“Best thing Thatcher did — it gave a good opportunity to the poor.” 
(Somers Town resident, female) 


“I teach and so know a lot of the residents from that area — they 
own their own house, own other houses, rent them out to students 

. they still describe themselves as working-class.” (Canley 
stakeholder, male) 


Class becomes permeable and transitory. It is interesting to compare 
this to the very clear sense of cultural identity and the powerful 
understanding of a values system that helped to frame identity. This 
is fixed and bounded. Hence, from the fieldwork, and in these three 
areas, the social construction of the white working class is strongly 
influenced by positive cultural values, just as much as by economic 
factors. However, and in contrast to much of the policy debates, culture 
is not shaped by a negative pathology. Again, there is a disconnection 
with how working-class communities have been constructed by aspects 
of government policy, the media and research. The contrary appears 
to be the case: a strong sense of right and wrong, earning a wage, and 
mutual support and reciprocity. Residents were proud of their roots 
and identity. 


Retrospection and the search for ideal neighbourhoods 


People looked to the past to inform their future neighbourhood. 
Nostalgic and idealistic accounts of people and place littered the 
discussions and may be related to discussions in previous chapters about 
the ‘heroic’ working class that helped to build the foundations for 
post-1945 prosperity. Not surprisingly, the hankering for the past was 
especially (though not exclusively) evident from the retired residents 
interviewed. There was much retrospection about how life used to be, 
and what it had become. A social construction of a neighbourhood 
largely populated by white working-class communities was created 
during discussions. A sense of nostalgia permeated through the debates 
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across the study areas. This was especially strong in Somers Town and 
Canley but was also referenced in Aston. Community organisations 
and informal spaces such as the pub, festivals and shops developed a 
symbolic importance as places where communities had come together. 
Neighbourhoods had changed and generally not for the better. New 
communities were seen as exacerbating neighbourhood decline not 
only in terms of increased competition for resources, but also in terms 
of the closure of pubs and clubs. Of course, it should be added that 
these were not necessarily neutral spaces, but contested by class and 
gender, as well as ethnicity. Recreating neighbourhood spirit was 
perceived to be difficult and required newcomers to adapt and change 
to accepted norms. 

A key concern was the extent to which residents wanted to 
build community cohesion — the sense of shared space, norms and 
connections between different groups of people in the same and 
contiguous neighbourhoods. There was a great deal of retrospection 
about the idealised neighbourhood. Participants lamented the loss 
of institutions such as the public house or street market that helped 
people to informally interact. There was a general agreement about 
the need for people from different backgrounds to interact but concern 
was expressed about the limitations created by cultural difference. In 
short, culture and race were important in idealising neighbourhood 
and immigration, with Muslim communities viewed as being especially 
problematic. It was felt that this group was reluctant to integrate into 
‘societal norms’ compared with other groups, which may be the result 
of perceived cultural differences. 

Participants had mixed views about their neighbourhood. Some, 
especially in Somers Town, enjoyed living in the area. This was partly 
due to its proximity to key transport hubs allowing easy access to the 
West End. In addition, residents remarked that Somers Town continues 
to possess a community spirit based on reciprocity and mutuality, as 
embodied by activities run by Somers Town Community Association. 
The working-class values discussed previously remained important in 
bringing people together. Many had a nostalgic view of neighbourhoods 
when these values were self-evident and, crucially, before the impact 
of immigration (in Aston and Somers Town) or economic change 
(Canley). The imagery was of cohesive neighbourhoods where people 
would informally look out for each other’s children and for each other. 
Community institutions such as shops, pubs and clubs were important 
in the retrospection, as was the view of people earning a good wage 
and accessing decent housing. The sense of life as it was is summed 
up in the following stakeholder quotes: 
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“Coventry 1960s’ car factory workers were labour aristocracy; 
well-paid, good housing, the salt of the earth type. Like the mining 
village mentality of everyone working together and East End gangs 
... the Krays were always good to their mother! The blitz spirit is 
amyth but you get the idea of people in the same boat.” (Canley 
stakeholder, female) 


“Somers Town was lost a long time ago. It had everything you 
would associate with a working-class culture — a street market, 
greengrocers, fish shops — but these had disappeared by the 1980s.” 
(Somers Town stakeholder, male) 


Retrospection and nostalgia are a heady mix. Participants spoke about 
the sense of neighbourhood change and focused on the decline of 
community organisations. These were places where people interacted, 
shared information and found out what was going on in their 
neighbourhood. In this context, the decline of pubs, social clubs and 
shops was symptomatic of reduced opportunities to come together. 
Rather than considering wider factors, such as the much cheaper option 
of buying alcohol from supermarkets, the ban on smoking in public 
places and high rents, participants were quick to blame non-drinking 
Muslims (in Aston and Somers Town), people who had gentrified 
the area (Somers Town) or students (Canley) for the decline in pubs 
and clubs: 


“Pubs used to be what brought people together, but they’ve closed 
now mostly. Used to be good old knees-up pubs, family pubs 
where you knew people and you kept on eye on each other’s kids 
playing outside. It’s not about people not being able to afford a 
drink though, it’s cos a lot of the new people don’t drink, that’s 
why they are closing.” (Somers Town resident, female) 


Neighbourhood change was seen as preventing white working-class 
communities from coming together. More than this, there is the 
simplicity of the past seen through common norms and the sharing 
of common spaces such as pubs and clubs. Many of those interviewed 
associated immigration with the decline of pubs. Further, it was 
even worse that many pubs had been transformed into housing 
developments, which were viewed as helping minority communities 
rather than the white working class into housing, and community 
centres (again, for minority communities). 


138 


A reactionary voice 


Apart from anger at the demise of key spaces, residents also suggested 
that this loss had diminished opportunities for different communities 
to come together. Informal spaces for interaction such as street markets 
and more formal organisations such as community centres had also been 
transformed because of demographic change. Concern was expressed 
that community organisations simply served sectional interests and 
were not open to white working-class communities: 


“People used to all mix in pubs but they [Bengalis] don’t drink. 
They end up in Bengali-specific centres while our pubs are closing 
and we get resentful ... why can’t there be a Women’s Centre 
and why does it have to be an Asian Women’s Centre instead?” 
(Somers Town resident, male) 


“The people — used to be a garden competition every year, and 
there would be such beautiful gardens, people would really try — 
there’s no pride anymore. People cared for each other in the past 
— you didn’t worry if they'd think you were gonna be nosey: if 
they were sick, you’d knock on their door and see if you could help 
with the kids, bring them food, whatever. Nowadays, people just 
go into their houses and shut the doors — people are more afraid.” 
(Canley resident, male) 


The sense of a community pub with someone on the piano and people 
joining in may be a romanticised vision. Some residents remember 
them as largely male-only domains associated with regular skirmishes 
and fist fights. In addition, people pulling together and looking 
after neighbours may be based on selective and edited narratives. 
Retrospection sometimes blurs the collective memory. The view 
could be gendered, although it needs to be emphasised that women 
who were interviewed also spoke about the loss of community pubs, 
social clubs and shops. 

A more substantive point was made related to the reallocation of space 
for specific minority use. Supporters of community cohesion would 
question the need for these types of facilities since they help to embed 
separateness and may increase tension between different communities 
(CIC, 2007). There was certainly a great deal of resentment towards the 
change of space for this purpose. This being said, a much broader view 
was that local authorities need to clearly demonstrate how investment 
would help to bring communities together and meet specific needs. 
Discussion with residents showed that this has yet to win over white 
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working-class communities given the frequent references to being not 
valued and being last in line for social housing. 

In each of the three study areas, people acknowledged that places 
had undergone change. Many thought that this had not been 
beneficial. Neighbourhoods were more diverse, less cohesive and more 
fragmented. Immigration was viewed as leading to neighbourhood 
decline, overcrowding in housing and transforming once stable areas 
into places that were now difficult to recognise. Despite all this, people 
stressed that they did not want to be perceived as racist. Indeed, in many 
cases, they did not blame minority communities, but government, at 
a national level, for a perceived lax approach to immigration, and at a 
local level, for not addressing key issues such as access to social housing. 
Resentment was largely fuelled by how public resources were allocated. 

The debates on minority communities were nuanced. At a 
neighbourhood level, different communities were seen as adding to the 
richness of a community, for example, in terms of an increased choice of 
eating establishments, an improved retail offering and extended business 
hours (Asian-owned shops were praised). Beyond this, Caribbean 
communities were seen as integrating into neighbourhoods and not 
viewed as problematic. There were similarities in terms of language, 
faith and culture: “The African Caribbeans are very integrated — where the 
Somalis and the Poles are at the other end of the scale” (Aston resident, 
male); “Caribbean races mix with white communities ... it will be a melting 
pot, which will be a good thing” (Somers Town resident, male). 

People also recognised that minority communities had lived in these 
neighbourhoods for several decades and were Brummies, Coventrians 
and Londoners. However, white working-class communities still 
regarded Pakistanis, Bangladeshis and Somalis as not doing enough 
to integrate into neighbourhoods. They were largely viewed as being 
outside the framework of working-class values discussed previously in 
terms of both ethnicity and class. Some residents suggested that the 
problem related to the Muslim culture as being outside the norms 
of living in the UK. Specifically, concern was expressed about the 
views and status of women, the propensity to have large families (and 
thus access social housing), and the introduction of mosques into a 
community, which created problems with street parking. In Somers 
Town, the local mosque was a converted house on a busy residential 
street and was perceived as causing significant problems related to 
parking and pedestrian access. Thus, some residents felt that although 
change was sometimes necessary, addressing the impact of change was 
much more challenging. 
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Conclusion 


Some may regard the quotes taken from the fieldwork to be an 
affirmation of the view that white working-class communities are, 
indeed, racist, are against social change and fully justify the label of 
‘working-class brutes’ ironically used by Hamill in his description of 
low-income white New Yorkers back in 1969 (Hamill, 1969). The 
discussion, in part, is unedifying. White working-class perspectives 
are coated with resentment, anger and concern about the erosion of 
identity as a result of government actions and immigration. 

Yet, there is another view that has been hidden in policy and 
academic debates. This is of a people who accept and embrace 
multiculturalism, whose very identity has been shaped by difference and 
diversity as a lived experience, and who reject top-down constructions 
of community cohesion and the framing of working-class communities 
as problematic. The voice here is measured and progressive and some 
distance from the chaotic lumpen proletariat described in the opening 
chapters of this book or personified by the racist character Alf Garnett 
in Till Death or the people associated with Wibsey Working Men’s 
Club in Bradford, as depicted in The White Season. 

The rejection of community cohesion comes as no surprise given 
its association with government, which has been viewed somewhat 
scornfully since the parliamentary expenses scandal in 2007. In 
these circumstances, multiculturalism would have been viewed with 
suspicion. More important is the everyday integration that people 
recognise and describe. White working-class communities speak 
openly about the impact of multiculturalism: minority communities 
are neighbours, friends and family members. These lived experiences 
of diversity are a powerful riposte to commentators who portray 
white working-class communities as being detached and as supporting 
extremism. 

The chapter demonstrates that white working-class views on 
multiculturalism, community cohesion and integration run along a 
continuum. Resentment about the allocation of public resources, 
particularly housing, political representation and being given a voice all 
need to be addressed. There is a need for a more robust intervention, 
one that addresses government’s failure to connect with marginalised 
communities who have been neglected by the changing political 
calculus that largely focuses on middle-class concerns. In addition, 
there is also a need to create the type of economy that delivers jobs for 
working communities. Unfortunately, there is little hope that either 
of these changes will be implemented in the short term. 
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Integrated and equal: similar 
challenges and opportunities 


Introduction 


This second fieldwork chapter will largely be based on data from 
the Open Society Foundation (OSF) study derived from interviews 
in Waltham Forest. The discussion will address white working-class 
anxiety about fairness and equity from government in relation to public 
benefits, such as social housing, and about the ability to have a voice in 
public affairs. Again, some of the discussion with participants appeared 
to be underpinned by racist language indicative of the micro-‘clash of 
civilisations’ that based political debates on community cohesion and 
integration. Yet, the interviews also revealed a more progressive view 
that supports both multiculturalism and the dynamic sense of identity. 
The complexity of views, sometimes reactionary and at other times 
progressive, may be symptomatic of the way in which national debates 
have been played out, especially since 2001, when measures were taken 
to reduce immigration, as well as to build cohesive neighbourhoods and 
common national values. Britain is represented in near-crisis terms, as 
almost a country under siege, with its borders needing to be secured and 
a reaffirmation of identity advanced by the media and commentators. 
It is no surprise that local debates conducted with communities, who 
are often framed as victims of change, become racialised. 


Fairness and equity 


One of the central concerns of this book is the disconnection of white 
working-class communities from political institutions. This chapter 
attempts to identify some of the reasons for this detachment from 
established ways of conducting politics and the consequent resentment. 
One explanation given was that the white working class do not feel 
that they have been treated fairly by government. In employment, 
social services, community development and, most notably, housing, 
a strong and consistent view was expressed that residents lost out to 
minorities and new migrants. A related narrative in the fieldwork 
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and also in some of the wider literature was that white working-class 
communities have been politically marginalised and ignored. This 
was linked to themes on the politics of resentment discussed earlier in 
Chapters One and Two (Rhodes, 2010; Kenny, 2011 ). 

Being treated unfairly was most vividly seen in the specific debates 
on social housing. Many were proud to be social housing tenants and 
resented the portrayal of these neighbourhoods as council estates beset 
by social problems. Indeed, social housing tenants were largely content 
with their housing; it was affordable, regulated and maintained. In short, 
social housing was seen as an important resource and as identified with 
the working class. Many saw social housing as a right that was being 
denied to them by the local authority or housing associations. 

It is not surprising, then, that access to social housing became a 
touchstone of wider concerns about neighbourhood change. The 
commonly held view was that minorities and immigrants were 
preferentially allocated social housing in each of the study areas. This 
allocation was changing ‘neighbourhood character’, or, to put it 
more simply, Somers Town and Canley, in particular, were becoming 
ethnically diverse and associated less as being white working-class 
neighbourhoods. Loss was personal and recounted through personal 
testimonies. A pattern emerged. Residents claimed that they were told 
by the local authority that they did not have high priority on social 
housing waiting lists only to see a minority family being allocated to 
a social housing unit. In reality, Camden Council (Somers Town) or 
Whitefriars Housing Association (the arm’s length housing body that 
Coventry City Council transferred its housing stock to) were simply 
following agreed lettings policy and meeting housing need. On the 
ground, it appeared that these communities were being housed ahead 
of white working-class residents: 


“Tf you've got five kids, then you get a big house and the only people 
that have five kids nowadays are the Bengalis and the Somalis and 
so they get all the big places.” (Somers Town resident, female) 


“I was told I didn’t have enough points — they haven’t been here 
two minutes and they get a house, we have to wait years. Why 
should we have to?” (Canley resident, female) 


“My cousin is black. She was here for two years and now has a 


beautiful house. I have been here for eight years ... I don’t. Pm 
still here. It’s about skin colour.” (Aston resident, female) 
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The inference is clear. The housing system disadvantages white 
working-class communities and their values and favours everyone else, 
but primarily minorities. In each of the research sites, there was a lack 
of awareness of council policy and media-fuelled speculation related to 
the process of housing allocation and the points system. This system 
was not determined locally, but was part of a broader housing and social 
policy, a policy that recognised minority communities and immigrants 
as having the greatest housing need. In addition to this, the impact of 
housing policies such as the right of tenants to buy council housing 
at a discounted rate and the subsequent problems of replacing social 
housing stock exacerbated the problem. 

The ‘buy-to-let’ boom created by the loosening of credit entities may 
be responsible, even if unintentionally, for reducing neighbourhood 
cohesion. Private sector landlords, unlike their counterparts in the social 
housing sector, are not driven by the need to promote neighbourhoods 
that are stable and thriving. Rather, the overriding objective is to 
maximise profit. Furthermore, at least two of the research sites for the 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) study, Aston and Canley, could 
be described as reception housing markets. Although the London 
housing market is characterised by affordability challenges, it could 
also be argued that some parts of Walthamstow, which formed the 
basis for the OSF study, could also be viewed as an affordable market 
for migrants moving to London. The areas provide an opportunity for 
those with limited income to rent or buy a property but these factors 
did not seem to resonate with some of the residents, who viewed 
housing as crystallising the sense of loss and disconnection discussed 
earlier. They expressed dissatisfaction with housing allocation and 
saw housing policies as giving newcomers an advantage that was not 
deserved. They also felt that their voices were not being heard when 
they did raise issues related to this perceived problem. 

Interestingly, the stakeholders interviewed understood the problems 
associated with accessing decent housing. As they saw it, there were 
two key challenges. First, housing regulation was predicated on priority 
need. It was evident that other groups had greater need for this resource 
than white working-class communities. This was largely due to greater 
household size, or other social needs among the minority families. 
Second, there was very little that the local housing department could 
do about what was perceived as unfair in the private sector. Landlords 
were able to charge and let properties to a range of tenants and the 
local government has no influence on these decisions. Problems with 
accessing affordable housing, combined with the depletion of housing 
stock, emphasised the powerless position of white working-class 
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communities. Residents expressed a view that social capital was being 
eroded. Specifically, young people could no longer afford private sector 
housing, nor could they access social housing. Thus, housing was the 
vessel that directly demonstrated the concerns of residents: the breaking 
up of families, the loss of networks and a dilution of the core values 
that bound residents together. The inability to address these concerns 
or provide solutions was blamed on government policy and the social 
change that resulted from increased immigration into the country: “If 
you can’t get on the housing list and you aren’t a priority case, then you have to 
move away and that breaks up families. None of my children and grandchildren 
live around here” (Somers Town resident, female). 

Policies on housing were seen as unfair. The perception was that 
housing organisations rewarded groups even though these groups were 
perceived as adding little or no value to neighbourhoods. The contrast 
between cohesive and values-driven working-class communities and 
resistant minority communities, as well as other groups such as students, 
was telling. A message was being relayed that dependency and failure 
would be rewarded: “T was told that unless I was an alcoholic or a druggie, 
then I wouldn’t get a place” (Somers Town resident, male). 

Housing was symptomatic of the wider concern about the future of 
white working-class communities. These residents viewed themselves as 
hard-working, values-led communities that had missed out on housing 
opportunities because of an unfair system. They could not compete 
for housing when it came to family size or social problems, which 
were viewed as the gateway to securing an affordable form of tenancy. 

Despite the vehemence of the discussion on access to social housing, 
many accepted that neighbourhoods were multicultural and understood 
the benefits that this would bring to the neighbourhood. The wider 
debate on multiculturalism and social change revealed a range of 
competing views. For the most part, white working-class residents 
welcomed increased levels of diversity and difference. However, the 
practice of equality opportunity for some was seen as leading to adverse 
outcomes. This was intensified by the perception that government 
at the local and national level was uninterested in their views. The 
white working class was without voice and no one was advocating 


on their behalf: 


“Equal opportunities are anything but. We are bottom of the pile 
now.” (Somers Town resident, male) 


“Aston Pride’s ran by Asians for Asians.” (Aston resident, male) 
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“And the England flags, the council are worried about the political 
correctness of it. It’s England — if we can’t be proud in England 
...” (Canley resident, female) 


People rejected the view that they were racist or had a dislike of 
foreigners. Rather, the blame was placed on ‘political correctness’, 
which was viewed as preventing free discussion around the issues of 
identity, race and neighbourhood. Before continuing, it is important 
to attempt to unpick the notion of ‘political correctness’ and what it 
means in contemporary Britain. The term encapsulates children being 
‘forced’ to celebrate community festivals such as Eid and Diwali, the 
appointment of minority staff at the council for tokenistic reasons, 
and renaming streets after anti-colonialist leaders. In this way, “political 
correctness’ is white people being told to do something to appease 
the views of a minority. Many thought that political correctness had a 
stifling effect on people as they did not want to be thought of as racist 
or saying something that was deemed inappropriate 


“It’s not a problem them being here, just the rights they have over 
us.” (Canley resident, female) 


“Minorities now hide behind the race card. When Camden Town 
was full of Greek and Irish people, it wasn’t like that. Everyone 
mixed and fitted in. The new lot don’t do that.” (Somers Town 
resident, male) 


In countering some of the views articulated in the fieldwork, it is 
important to state that political correctness has become a pejorative 
term that becomes dismissed too readily by some parts of the media 
(eg the influential right-wing British newspaper, The Daily Mail), 
commentators and the research community (see Goodhart, 2004). 
However, there is also a need to emphasise the factors contributing 
to the emergence of race equality policies. They came about because 
evidence showed that minority communities were facing discrimination 
as a result of their ethnicity (Daniel, 1968). During the 1970s, racist 
language was mainstreamed into society by its use in peak time UK 
TV programmes such as Till Death Us Do Part. Hence, equality policies 
have played an important role in addressing discrimination and racism 
and should not be viewed as political correctness. There is a need for 
free debate but this should not be to the detriment of the progress 
made since 1975 and 1976 (the passing of the Sex Discrimination and 
Race Relations Acts, respectively). White working-class communities 
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need to feel that they may voice their concerns and fears, but they must 
do so within a framework of equality of opportunity and permissible 
behaviours. More than this, as previously mentioned in this book, 
programmes such as Till Death and The White Season created an 
unchallenged space for concerns about social change and the impact 
of multiculturalism to be presented to an audience of millions. 

Residents viewed equality of opportunity as part of government 
interference in private domains. Predictably, they were resistant to 
interventions because the benefit that these policies would bring to 
neighbourhoods was not clear. They were tolerant of diversity and 
understood this as the reality of living in a modern Britain based 
on fairness that applied to all groups. Many had no problem living 
alongside people of different backgrounds: 


“My street is a microcosm.... Next door is Polish, then Indian, 
then African and then an obese white family and an Irish woman 
a little further. There is no hostility. Everyone largely muddles 
along.” (Aston resident, male) 


‘Tve found them some of the nicest people, but if I listen to what 
other people say, I wouldn’t have even spoken to one.” (Canley 
resident, female) 


“People and the media call Somers Town racist but it isn’t. We 
never even used to notice the differences. When I was at school, 
about 60 years ago, a Greek boy who spoke no English at all 
started and we were told by the teacher to be kind to him ... and 
we were. He still lives round here now. The indigenous population 
has always been accepting and we never felt threatened. Some 
people are threatened now but everyone is scared to say anything 
for fear of being called racist. I stuck up for black people ... recently 
a black guy had to stick up for the white groups ... in a housing 
meeting because it would have been seen as racist if a white person 
had said what he said. It has gone full circle.” (Somers Town 
resident, male) 


We have noted that a sense of loss, resentment and lack of voice 
may, in some cases, become linked with multiculturalism and social 
change. Access to social housing has been used as the metaphor for 
neighbourhood change, which is deepened by the perception that 
government does not listen to the views of the communities represented 
in the JRF and OSF research studies. In part, the resident narratives 
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echo some of the language associated with Enoch Powell in his “Rivers 
of Blood’ speech in 1968. Yet, there is a much more progressive view 
of multiculturalism which shows that the white working class are not 
all supporters of extremist views. It is this variation that is lost in the 
heated discussion of the white working class and multiculturalism. 


The reality of multiculturalism 


Multiculturalism for white working-class communities in the research 
sites was not an option, but a reality. This weakens the policy approach 
of community cohesion and integration that supported the idea that 
multiculturalism was at fault for people leading ‘parallel lives’ (Home 
Office, 2001). The projection of segregated communities in conflict 
and not binding to societal norms has been influential at both national 
and local authority level. However, resident focus group discussions and 
stakeholder interviews in all of the research sites suggested a different 
and much more complex pattern. 

Community conversations with the white working class intimated 
different types of social interaction and relationships. For some, it 
related to being neighbours and providing space for mutual support, 
whereby home became a space for micro-integration. Contrary to 
conventional wisdom, the experiences were generally positive: “I love 
it, I love it. My house comes in and it’s like the United Colours of Benetton. 
There’s Asians, there’s blacks, Asians, mixed race, white, Irish, everything, 
gingers, everything” (Waltham Forest, white female). Beyond the home 
and the neighbourhood, the reality of difference was encountered in 
the workplace, school and college. People were pragmatic and realised 
that they could not and would not live in isolation. This was especially 
telling in the case of young, white working-class participants who did 
not differentiate between people on the basis of ethnicity. In London, 
and especially East London, there was recognition that you could not 
select friends and acquaintances based on skin colour, faith or culture: 
“It’s everything round here. Like, it’ll be a mixed group fighting someone else 
in their group that they don’t like or someone from another area” (Waltham 
Forest, young white male). 

To a lesser or greater extent, communities accepted and even 
celebrated multiculturalism. People enjoyed living with difference and 
social relations developed in a number of domains. White working- 
class communities had been living in the same neighbourhoods as 
immigrants since at least 1945. Many individuals from minority 
communities were born, educated and worked in the same locality, 
where their white peers certainly regarded them as British. 
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For some individuals, social interaction between different 
communities was an embedded and natural part of their everyday life. 
Difference was the norm and diversity was celebrated, not merely 
tolerated. It should be noted that these routine interactions took 
place despite the challenges and pressures that had affected integration 
from international and local events since 2001. Additionally, there 
was a retreat from multiculturalism after the publication of the Parekh 
Report (2000). In this context, the residents who were interviewed 
showed themselves to be remarkably resilient and progressive given 
that these are generally low-income communities in competition 
with each other for scarce public resources during a period of difficult 
economic circumstances. This is very different from the portrayal in 
recent publications (Goodhart, 2004; Ford and Goodwin, 2014). 

We have seen so far that a social construction has developed around 
white working-class communities. The focus of the discussion on 
policy is on a cultural rather than economic framework, depicting 
these communities as being hostile to immigration and change 
(see Sveinsson, 2009). However, the fieldwork shows a much more 
variegated perspective. Residents were concerned with the pace of 
neighbourhood change but the majority of those who participated 
viewed cultural diversity and difference as being positive. There is an 
acceptance that cities such as Birmingham, Coventry and London have 
attracted migrants for many decades. Initially, these may have been 
drawn from different parts of Britain, but more recently, people have 
come from around the world. Increased knowledge and awareness of 
different groups is being played out against a background of competition 
for scarce resources, such as jobs and social housing. Despite this, there 
was a willingness to start local conversations between groups in order 
to support understanding: “We need these people to come into our culture 
and educate us about theirs. They don’t do that but we can learn from them 
and people do want to” (Somers Town resident, female). 

The white working-class neighbourhoods in the fieldwork sites 
were, in reality, comprised of different groups and communities. 
They are from cities that have played an important role in attracting 
migrants to live and work in urban areas. In 2001, Canley was more 
than 90% white, though this is changing rapidly because Coventry has 
attracted students, immigrants and refugees from around the world. In 
Aston in Birmingham, Somers Town in North London and Waltham 
Forest in North-East London, multiculturalism is an important 
part of neighbourhood life and its existence results in a pragmatic 
understanding of neighbourhood change. For example, Somers Town 
has experienced cycles of immigration, with Jews, Irish and Greek 
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newcomers. Similarly, Aston has been a reception housing market to 
immigrants from the Caribbean and the Indian subcontinent. This is 
also the case for Waltham Forest, which has a large Pakistani community 
and emerging Somali and Polish communities. Multiculturalism and 
‘everyday integration’ (Institute of Public Policy Research, 2012) 
happens in a routine and grassroots way, with people sharing space, 
services and facilities. Often, the commonality of experiences of 
diversity is related to improved services, cultural richness or simply 
letting people get on with their lives: 


“When the Indians came, they took all our corner shops over but 
the majority were friendly, spoke English. We accepted that they 
were prepared to open longer hours than us.” (Somers Town 
resident, female) 


“It is fascinating working here; I was the only white person in 
the office to begin with, now there are five of us. It has been an 
interesting change, I had a couple of weeks of culture shock, being 
such a visible minority, but there is a cultural richness here, before 
too long, there are no ethnic issues, after the initial surprise, it’s 
just about people are people and not skin colour.” (Aston resident, 
male) 


Given the sometimes virulent content of contemporary political 
debates on immigration, it is especially noteworthy that working- 
class communities continue to celebrate aspects of multiculturalism 
and unanimously disapprove of right-wing extremist politics. Social 
interaction with individuals from different communities was the norm 
for many in the low-income white focus groups. Young people who 
had experienced this close sense of difference throughout their lives did 
not perceive this as a problem. Rather, it was a by-product of growing 
up in a multicultural neighbourhood: 


“My cousin has just been born today, mixed-race.” (Waltham 
Forest, young white male) 


“Tve got a Pakistani cousin that’s just got married ... like, I don’t 
even know them but, yeah, it’s my uncle’s daughter innit? She 
doesn’t keep in contact with the family ... like, Pve just found 
out.” (Waltham Forest, young white male) 
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Multiculturalism is a positive lived experience for the majority of white 
working-class residents in the fieldwork. Nowhere is this asserted with 
greater clarity and purpose than when a white participant in Waltham 
Forest, responding to suggestions that the white working class may 
be attracted to supporting far Right and extremist groups such as the 
British National Party (BNP), unequivocally retorted: “That’s a load 
of shit. Pm not being funny but it’s a multiracial community, no one’s racist 
around here ... I mean, it’s a multiracial community” (Waltham Forest, 
white female 1). 

Of course, the limitations of a qualitative methodology are well- 
known. Skewed sampling, lack of representation and taking individual 
perspectives are some of the weaknesses of this type of methodological 
approach. However, it creates an opportunity for depth and a richness 
of data that is missing from survey approaches. The Waltham Forest 
fieldwork told a story of a white working-class community that was 
supportive of multiculturalism and lived the experience of social 
change as an everyday reality. Immigration does have an impact on 
jobs, housing and social cohesion, but the views of white working- 
class communities cannot be framed as being uniformly hostile. The 
opinions expressed by those interviewed have rebalanced the debate. 


Overlapping identities 


Earlier in the book, we explored the problems associated with defining 
‘white’ and ‘working class’ and noted that these are constructed in 
different ways to meet short-term policy and political objectives. 
Whiteness, in particular, is a shifting term. With the retreat of 
multiculturalism, we advanced the view that white working-class 
identity, which has sometimes been seen as “dirty whiteness’, was 
washed in the framework of viewing Muslims as the ‘enemy within’. 
The fieldwork studies show that whiteness is implicit but complex. 
Residents interviewed were concerned not only about the impact of 
established minorities, but also about white newcomers, such as Polish 
migrants and university students, who were viewed as not sharing 
values or contributing to the neighbourhoods. Whiteness and class 
may interchange with being British or English and this is sometimes 
transparent and inclusive and other times opaque and closed, depending 
on policy and political narratives. In this section, we will discuss these 
concepts within the context of the OSF project based in Waltham 
Forest. 

Discussions about British identity are yet another example of the 
complexities of social change, which are often blunted and simplified 
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by cohesion and integration policy. The much-celebrated citizenship 
tests, or common norms, did not arise in community conversations. 
Instead, participants spoke about the inclusive and multifaceted frame 
of identity. Being different was not viewed as being problematic to a 
British identity. For example, young people spoke powerfully about 
British identity, which they linked to being born or brought up in 
Walthamstow: “British, it doesn’t mean that you’re white at all ... you’re 
in this country and you’re meant to be here, you don’t need to be white to be 
British” (Waltham Forest, young white female). Britishness appears to 
be an inclusive identity beyond the reductionism of phenotype and 
place that has often underscored national narratives. The views offered 
by communities who took part in this study seem to underscore a 
modern Britain as a diverse and multicultural environment that has 
little resonance with superficial appearance and more to do with 
respecting legal frameworks and codes of behaviour. To this end, newly 
emerging groups such as Polish and Lithuanian migrants were regarded 
as not acclimating to the country or being British, even though they 
presented as white. Concerns about collectivised behaviour, jobs and 
the strain on health and educational services were shared by some of 
the interviewees. It could be argued that identity was an earned right 
and not automatic. Moreover, there was concern about the failure of 
newly arrived migrants to respect social mores as pedantic as putting 
out rubbish on the correct day, which was emblematic of a respect 
towards local customs and, more broadly, Britain itself. As we have 
noted, integration is a lived experience but so, too, are perceived micro- 
aggressions that may be conflated into common-sense narratives. The 
importance of learning English as a proxy for identity, whether one is 
British or working-class, cannot be underestimated. White working- 
class communities felt that language was important in demonstrating 
a willingness to integrate and build commonalities with established 
groups. New migrants were viewed as outside British identity but many 
felt that in 20 years, they would be accepted within the country. For 
the moment, new immigrants were viewed with a level of suspicion. 

White working-class communities were concerned with the lack of 
respect shown by new communities. For example, disrespect for the 
cleanliness of the community and local social mores were a significant 
problem in Waltham Forest and many felt that the new Polish 
communities were to blame: “Every time I walk the kids to school, there’s 
plenty of dog poo everywhere and, like, people just throw their beds out ... 
if you go down the alleyways ... it’s just piled up with rubbish everywhere” 
(Waltham Forest, white female). New migrants were associated with 
contributing to environmental problems and not taking the initiative to 


153 


White working-class voices 


integrate. In the OSF study, white working-class communities seemed 
to agree that Eastern Europeans were not considered British, as were 
established minority communities: “So what about new people who have 
been moving in, like Polish people? They’re not English” (Waltham Forest, 
young white male). 

The perception of everyday micro-aggressions by newly arrived 
migrants, such as spitting and burning poppies leading up to 
Remembrance Sunday, became conflated with wider debates 
on integration. Spitting in public was associated with minority 
communities and was viewed by some white working-class participants 
as a key cultural marker. A small personal act becomes inculcated with 
identity and respect: 


“They should respect their country; they go spitting everywhere 
... they should keep the floors tidy. I mean we can’t go round and 
spit in their country can we?... They get chucked out the country.” 
(Waltham Forest, young white male) 


“I don’t think it’s changed over the years. I remember someone 
spitting in the playground in that school when my son was there 
and my son was 21 this year, and they spat in the playground and 
Iwent mad. I said, like, with no disrespect, like, ‘There’ no reason 
for spitting on the floor’. I went in, and he wasn’t the headmaster 
then, and they went, ‘It’s cultural’. I said “Hold on a minute’, I 
said, ‘let me get this right, because in some countries it’ cultural 
to give birth in a field, but you wouldn’t want me to do it in your 
playground would you?” (Waltham Forest, white female) 


The burning of poppies before Remembrance Sunday was another 
example of the lack of respect for social mores. This occurred near 
the Royal Albert Hall in Kensington, London, in November 2011, 
although media reports suggested that a now-banned group, ‘Muslims 
against Crusades’, conceived of it in Walthamstow. This made an 
impression on the young white people taking part in the sessions: 
“I remember hearing about a load of Asian people burning the poppies or 
something. That pissed me off’ (Waltham Forest young white male). 
This act was viewed as something graver than simply breaking the 
law. Young people saw it as a symbolic act by some Muslim Britons 
to show a lack of respect for British history and tradition. The custom 
of spitting, the importance of learning to speak English and the act of 
burning poppies are all construed as being problems related to cohesion 
and integration. They evoke imagery that does not fit well into the 
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policies and frameworks that are set out by government, and they seem 
to be litmus tests for conflict or integration between communities. 
Though spitting and burning poppies are extreme acts, and the large 
proportion of minority communities speak English, these disparate 
encounters become part of the community memory. Minorities are 
thought to support these outlier positions. 

Similarly, the importance of migrants speaking English seemed to 
have struck a chord with white working-class participants. It was not 
only seen as being a primary means to support integration, but also 
viewed by white working-class groups as causing problems when 
minority communities spoke in their mother tongue. Specifically, 
speaking another language in a public space was deemed as showing 
lack of respect or even rudeness: 


“I think the only thing I get fed up with is when they talk in their 
own language in front of you. It’s not even about learning English, 
it’s just the simple fact that if you’re standing there talking to an 
English person, in pure English, and then the same conversation 
turning round to your Turkish friend or whatever, you’re still 
standing there and you’re just like don’t know where to look really.” 
(Waltham Forest, white female) 


Some participants suggested that learning and communicating in 
English leads to mutual respect and understanding. Of course, this 
fails to recognise that increasing numbers of households speak many 
different languages. Here, competency in English appears to be more 
than simply communication and part of a set of rules that enables 
cohesion and integration to take place. There was a view that core 
British identity is predicated on the ability to speak the majority 
language. In this context, new migrants such as Poles and Somalis 
were not perceived as British, in contrast with Caribbean and Pakistani 
communities in Waltham Forest. 

New groups have not had the opportunity to interact and be accepted 
as part of the diversity of Waltham Forest. They were regarded as 
problematic with regard to increased competition for jobs and housing, 
as well as for placing a burden on the welfare system. The perceived 
economic threat posed by new migrants at a time of recession led to 
many of the negative comments. These new migrants were viewed as 
being a separate entity from the established norms of multiculturalism, 
which had developed over many decades. The welcome was not 
extended, nor were they viewed as supporting the codes and respect that 
both white and established minority communities implicitly observed. 


155 


White working-class voices 


Racialised discussion of the impact of new immigration peppered 
the focus groups, alongside the championing of Waltham Forest as 
a diverse and multicultural area. This appears to be a contradiction 
but could be placed in the context of national political narratives 
on immigration. At the national level, successive governments have 
attempted to restrict immigration but, at the same time, promote 
integration. Controlling the influx of immigrants into the country 
while encouraging shared norms and values is a difficult balancing 
act to achieve politically. Furthermore, given the national political 
leadership, which was perceived as lacking, it is not surprising that 
views on immigration in Waltham Forest appeared to be divergent 
and contradictory. White working-class residents in Waltham Forest, 
like their peers in Canley, Aston and Somers Town, alternately accept 
multiculturalism, label new migrants as problematic, or blame the 
government for local problems in Waltham Forest. 

Government interventions such as community cohesion have focused 
on the lack of cross-cultural contact as being problematic. In short, 
communities were seen as living ‘parallel lives’ apart from each other 
even though they share the same urban space. The experiences in 
Waltham Forest demonstrate that culture and interaction are close, 
sometimes dense and personal. The participants in the OSF study 
had lived alongside and with minority communities for many years. 
Thus, positing conflict between communities as a ‘clash of cultures’ 
has to be deconstructed; policy, which continues to be framed by this 
narrative, is unlikely to meet its objectives. The norms of diversity and 
culture may be traced to the well-established patterns of migration 
in East London. Others include access to jobs, an accessible housing 
market, and established links through community infrastructure and 
the residents of that community. However, many places, such as Canley 
and Somers Town, which may have previously been viewed as closed, 
white working-class neighbourhoods, are viewed in a much more 
diverse way. 

A common policy and academic assumption is one that views 
white working-class communities as a homogeneous group. This 
theory goes further by ascribing collective behaviours. Both notions 
are problematic. Recent research demonstrates that communities are 
different and multifaceted in terms of tenure, employment and place, 
which may lead to nuanced findings on integration and cohesion. 
The JRF and OSF studies found that participants were diverse not 
only in terms of these classifications, but also in terms of ethnicity. 
A matrix of social, educational and work relationships with minority 
communities was the norm, and this shaped some of the views on 
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common challenges and opportunities related to difference and 
grassroots coalition-building. 


‘Everyday integration’? 


It has been noted that residents interviewed enjoyed, for the most part, 
living in a multicultural area. Moreover, there were numerous instances 
of intercultural contact between white working-class and minority 
communities. Low-income white communities spoke about their 
close personal and family relationships and these highlighted diversity. 

While it is clear that multiculturalism is an important part of what 
attracts people to live in Waltham Forest and other research sites, 
this is at the superficial level rather than being ‘hard-wired’ into 
the community. Despite well-established cohesion and community 
engagement interventions, different communities did not have an 
extensive embedded set of social networks and friends. Most continued 
to associate with immediate friends and family living on the same street, 
or in the same neighbourhood. 

In this way, it could be argued that community cohesion has not 
worked. Those interviewed were not interested in government- 
instigated attempts to come together in order to develop shared values. 
While the experiences in Waltham Forest are far removed from the 
community cohesion rhetoric of ‘parallel lives’, with communities 
entrenched in a segregated and symmetrical pattern of living, their 
lives may be characterised as ones of soft rather than hard integration. 

Everyday, or ‘soft-wired’, integration was a common theme in 
Waltham Forest. Participants engaged with different communities in 
a variety of public spaces: schools, workplaces, the market and park. 
However, this did not always lead to strong and meaningful relationships 
outside these settings. Social bonds and networks were not dense, 
but should the lack of ‘hard-wired’ integration really be presented as 
a problem? The focus groups showed soft contact in different spaces 
where ordinarily people would interact. Increasingly, modern society 
seems to be composed of fleeting encounters. For example, people 
in Waltham Forest would describe routine friendly encounters with 
friends: 


“If I see someone that was black or of a different culture to me, but 
I know them, I'll go over and start speaking ... if they ain’t got 
nothing on, PIL tell them to come ... wherever we are, when we 
see our mates, then we get together.” (Waltham Forest, young 
white male) 
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In the Waltham Forest study, white working-class communities had a 
strong attachment to place. This was about not simply multiculturalism, 
but also proximity to family and friends. Access to support networks 
in the local area was repeated many times in discussions. This may 
reflect the fact that unlike middle- and high-income families that may 
be able to afford such services as childcare, people in low-income 
communities have to rely on the informal support of their family and 
friends. There was a general view that Waltham Forest was a good 
place to live. Low-income white communities had lived in the area 
either from birth or fora very long time. Some had moved to Waltham 
Forest because it was seen as a good place to raise their families. This 
is seen in the following quote, which emphasises the point that despite 
social and economic challenges, the borough continued to be viewed 
in a positive light: 


“When I first moved here, it was a really, it’s not a bad area now 
compared to a lot of places, but when I first moved here, it was a 
really, really nice area to live in. There wasn’t a lot of street crime; 
there weren’t a lot of problems locally. It was a nice area to live in, 
the people were nice.” (Waltham Forest, white female) 


The white working-class focus groups demonstrated the importance 
of the social capital generated by the connections between family and 
friends. Reciprocal support for each other and looking after children 
was an important part of the discussion for white women: 


“Oh yeah! Everyone does watch everyone’s backs, do you know 
what I mean, even if you, even if there’s an indifference, you 
still go, ‘Oh there’s an issue with so and so, or your kids’, ... 
do you know what I’m saying? If there’s an issue, people do that 
round here, they do tend to watch each other’s back even though 
they’ve had their own disagreements and whatever over their time.” 
(Waltham Forest, white female) 


Both of the communities that participated in the focus group study 
viewed Waltham Forest as home and had similar drivers in arriving at 
this conclusion. At various stages, people spoke about the importance 
of the area, which provided a network of family and friends who 
provided extended and unconditional support. This level of grassroots 
community activism could be harnessed to develop new types of local 
leaderships embedded in the neighbourhoods. Diversity and difference 
were embraced as part of the lived experience in Waltham Forest. It 


158 


Integrated and equal 


was an incentive for regarding the borough as a good place to live, 
giving an infrastructure of community organisations, places of worship 
and shops. However, this should be qualified. New arrivals, especially 
the range of different groups from Eastern Europe, were not viewed 
as being inside this cosy framework. 

Grassroots community interaction does not necessarily require the 
government to intervene by bringing communities together. Earlier, 
in both the Waltham Forest study and the areas that formed the basis 
of the JRF project, we noted the levels of frustration from white 
working-class communities about the perceived ‘political correctness’ 
associated with government interventions on race. The resentment 
was founded on the sense that white working-class communities 
were being told by a remote and disconnected government to act or 
behave in a way that may leave them in a disadvantaged position. Not 
surprisingly, they reacted against these types of imposed policies. In 
contrast, multiculturalism was viewed as much more fluid and organic. 
It need not be forced or hard-wired into people: “I think the government 
causes half the problems with stuff like that to be truthful ... but you see what 
Pm saying, they force the issue, which makes an issue that there shouldn’t be 
in the first place” (Waltham Forest, white female). 

The role of the government should not be to direct people to interact 
with each other, a practice that was viewed as the basis of community 
cohesion, but rather to encourage informal interactions in public spaces. 
Many participants discussed the positive impact of community festivals 
such as the Mela and leisure time, with an emphasis on play and food. 
This was more than the derided ‘saris and samosas’, which was seen as 
representing multiculturalism (Alibhai-Brown, 2000). The events that 
white working-class communities discussed had an everyday resonance 
to their lives and a capacity to mobilise people across communities 
because they created opportunities and incentives to celebrate: “Because 
we used to go the Lloyd Park Asian one [Mela], and that was brilliant with the 
curries and all that and the mixed foods” (Waltham Forest, white female). 

The catalytic role of informal grassroots events bringing together 
different groups is in sharp contrast to the inflexible, top-down 
frameworks of community cohesion and even the recently supported 
policy of integration based on localism. The view of focus group 
participants was that the government should be the facilitator and not 
the driver, sponsoring local groups to deliver. This does not mean that 
the government should not have a role, particularly when racism is 
present. It is important that racism, in all its forms, be addressed and 
the Equality Act 2010 provides the legal framework and incentive 
to encourage and promote good relations. In short, oversight and 
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legal remedies are examples of the hard-wiring of integration while 
community interaction at festivals and engagement in national events 
like the 2012 Olympics are examples of soft integration. 

The realities of multiculturalism seem to be in contradiction to much 
of the national narratives developed since 2001. Of course, problems 
exist in terms of competition for public resources, such as housing, 
accessing representation or increasing the white working-class voice 
in local politics. However, it does not readily follow that communities 
are in conflict with each other or that they are living parallel lives. 
Rather, people interviewed in Waltham Forest, as well as those in the 
JRF study, demonstrated the positive experiences of living in a diverse 
area. They did not particularly want to meet to talk about difference, 
but rather to address local challenges affecting the community. There 
was agreement on the importance of creating public spaces for people 
to congregate organically for leisure, cultural and sporting activities. 
Local authorities should use these platforms as opportunities to facilitate 
grassroots interaction rather than the top-down directives that have 
marked much of the policy on community cohesion. 


Political disconnection 


White working-class people revealed a jaundiced view of politics at 
the local and national level in the focus group discussions. The general 
opinion was that they had neither voice nor influence with political 
representatives. In both the JRF and OSF studies, discussions with 
local stakeholders revealed that low-income white communities had 
not been the focus of either cohesion or, indeed, preventing extremism 
work. Some of the white participants felt that minority communities 
had a voice in contrast to white working-class communities. They 
saw them as having local councillors, funded community organisations 
(with extensive networks with the local authority) and an infrastructure 
of faith-based organisations. It was felt that there was no shortage of 
individuals or institutions that could advocate on behalf of minority 
groups. It was much more difficult to identify a similar community 
infrastructure for white working-class communities. The sense of a 
forgotten community is summarised in the following: 


Tm not being racist here, but I don’t think, like, whereas the 
Turkish people, they’ll have their family and they’ll all get together 
and they’re doing events and then youve got everyone else who are 
doing their own events with their own kind, white people, they 
just sort of, like, that’s it!” (Waltham Forest, white female) 
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This person celebrated living in a multicultural Waltham Forest. 
However, she was reflecting the sense that white working-class 
communities could be viewed as the forgotten minority within 
cohesion and integration frameworks. This was not necessarily the 
fault of the local authority, which was simply taking guidance from 
national cohesion policy. For example, low-income white communities 
were merely referenced in the Connecting Communities programme 
in 2009 (DCLG, 2009). 

The goal of building grassroots responses to integration has been 
further compromised by views on local political leadership. Participants 
believed that this leadership had failed local communities. As noted 
earlier, white participants felt that local equality interventions had been 
mired in political correctness. Nationally, there was severe criticism 
of government policy and politicians. Young white people disagreed 
with the cohesion framework which suggested that people clustered 
within their own groups rather than with each other: 


“That’s the problem with the government because they don’t get 
out from behind that big chair to look in the real world and see 
what goes on and they don’t know what goes on and us kids do, 
we know what goes on.” (Waltham Forest, young white female) 


Political disconnection, mistrust and a lack of credibility are not the 
basis for building links between communities. The OSF research 
suggested a need to create opportunities for new organisations and 
individuals to work with the local authority on these issues. National 
and, indeed, local political institutions are blemished and it will 
require significant and thoughtful investment to deliver inclusive and 
progressive engagement. Despite these comments, it could be construed 
that the challenge is not simply about improving knowledge between 
communities, but addressing the wider disconnection that institutions 
have with white working-class communities. 

At a profound level, the commentary reflects broader tropes in the 
cohesion and integration debates. First is the impact of socio-economic 
change and displacement as a result of immigration. The transformation 
from being a majority to a minority community aggravates people’s 
loss of voice with institutions such as schools and local government. 
Second, the white working-class perception that preferential treatment 
is given to minority communities, such as taking time off for religious 
festivals, echoes some of the debates in the media. Third, there was 
concern that government was forcing an issue onto communities and 
identifying a problem that may not have existed with cohesion and 
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integration policies. The reality, which the political leaders missed, is 
that participants actually valued living in a multicultural society. 

It may be that cohesion and integration policy under successive 
governments has failed to understand that it is often the more basic, 
personal issues that really matter to local people. Furthermore, there 
was a general reluctance by government to consider these views because 
it was thought that those in opposition to multiculturalism held views 
based on ignorance or racism. The problem for community cohesion 
and integration policy is that they are framed nationally and do not 
travel well or have the currency of language to advance cohesion and 
integration at the grassroots level. 

Across the OSF focus groups with white working-class communities 
there was a view that community cohesion and integration were linked 
to political correctness. These terms were used pejoratively and made 
it difficult to discuss the impact of multiculturalism in Waltham Forest. 
More problematic was the perception that the needs of minority groups 
were favoured over the needs of low-income white communities. 
The idea that political correctness supported the needs of minority 
communities was a recurring theme: “Well, if a white, not being funny, 
if a white person said anything about Asians, you’re racist straight away” 
(Waltham Forest, white female). 

In many of the groups, education and specifically schools became 
the nexus for anger and frustration related to political correctness. In 
contrast to the perceived protection afforded to minority communities 
(and, in particular, their children) from racist comments, white 
children did not have the same rights, and were often labelled as 
racist. Preferential treatment for minority children and their parents 
was viewed as both embedded and endemic in recounted interactions 
with teachers and politicians alike: 


‘Tm going back to when my son was at primary school and we went 
in there and it was like, I can’t even, oh it was the Golden Jubilee 
I think it was, and they went ‘Oh, we're having a Caribbean 
Carnival’, I was like, ’ Okay, but it’s the Golden Jubilee. So that 
should be bunting and de de de de de’ and as I said, I come from 
a multicultural family so I ain’t got a problem with black or white, 
but even the black people in the school were saying like, they force 
an issue all the time, they make things an issue, do you see what 
Pm saying? The government go ‘Oh well you can’t do’, and the 
next thing was Mary was making Joseph a curry, like seriously; 
she wasn’t making him a curry was she? That wasn’t in the Bible. 
She didn’t make him a curry.” (Waltham Forest, white female) 
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Political disconnection, contradictory views on immigration and 
multiculturalism, and respect for social mores suggests that national 
and local interventions have not made the impact that they perhaps 
should have after over a decade of investment and policy framing. 
This points not only to the challenge of the content and message, but 
also to the agencies that are delivering the message. Government and 
local councillors seem disconnected from the communities that they 
seek to represent. 

The communities that took part in the fieldwork across the different 
sites are viewed by some critics as parochial in their views, resistant 
to change and de facto supporters of the BNP or, indeed, the United 
Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP). Yet, the acceptance of this 
assertion would be a mistake. Rather than being categorised as racist, 
many simply want fairness and equality. The participants were keen to 
engage in conversations with different communities and even identified 
ways in which people have or could come together to build meaningful 
and more natural cohesion. Intense competition for resources and 
a loss of employment and other opportunities did not impede the 
formation of an environment in which residents could develop nuanced 
views on diversity and change. Finally, there was an active distaste 
expressed towards voting for the BNP and other extreme right-wing 
organisations. Furhtermore, voicing concern about issues that directly 
impact their lives and communities should not be perceived as leading 
automatically to support for the BNP or participating in racist violence. 


Conclusion 


The second of the two fieldwork chapters has been largely based 
on the OSF study of white working-class communities in Waltham 
Forest in North-East London. This builds on the previous chapter in 
reiterating grassroots support for multiculturalism and reconfiguring 
white identity as being fluid and inclusive. 

In the first part of the chapter, the importance of being treated 
fairly was emphasised. This was related to housing and jobs, but also 
in more general terms regarding a lack of voice in local politics. In 
contrast to minority communities, white working-class communities 
felt that their claims were not taken seriously. They believed that 
they had no representation and some viewed a bias towards minority 
communities. Again, this may be seen as the politics of resentment 
from a group that is getting smaller in number and feels threatened 
by increasing levels of diversity. Taken further, fairness is not really 
about an egalitarian distribution of resources, but one that entrenches 
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privilege in housing and employment markets by basing housing, 
for example, not on need, but on cultural factors such as the ‘sons 
and daughters”! policy for social housing. In the age of equality of 
opportunity, as codified in the Equality Act 2010, there can be no 
return to policies that discriminate against minority communities. 
Instead, fairness could be seen as the importance of challenging vested 
political interests and being clear about the way in which policies are 
transmitted. Fairness is not advanced by the clear breakdown of trust 
between people and their political institutions. In short, fairness and 
the impact of immigration is not just a white working-class problem, 
but an issue that affects all Britons. 

The lived reality of multiculturalism is stressed by many interviewees. 
It is seen as being an asset to neighbourhoods and communities. In a 
similar way, being white and working-class is not so much about skin 
colour, but about values and where individuals have been brought up. 
To this point, white Polish immigrants were viewed as less British than 
established Pakistani communities. The former are viewed as a threat 
and are placed in an outlier category while the latter are seen as being 
legitimate members of the community and having a similar identity 
shaped by Walthamstow and the East End. In this context, being white 
and working-class is about values rather than ethnicity. It is inclusive 
to certain groups but outside the reach of others. 

Despite the support for multiculturalism and inclusive views on 
identity expressed in this and the previous chapter, how can we explain 
the racialised language used by white working-class respondents in 
Waltham Forest and in Canley, Aston and Somers Town? Is this not 
evidence of the sentiments that may have been expressed by the Teds 
who attacked Caribbean migrants in 1958 or the Dockers who marched 
in support of Enoch Powell after he gave his ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech in 
1968? There is no excuse for racism from whatever source. It need not 
be justified and should be condemned. However, the white working 
class are reflecting national tropes on race and immigration that have 
been set by political representatives during the post-war period. In this 
way, if immigration is considered problematic, then public opinion 
is likely to reflect this in interviews. Racialised discussion matches 
national debates but the lived and positive experiences of difference are 
a reflection of local reality. In these two studies, a gap exists between 
politicians and people, but also between national government rhetoric 
and the views of white working-class communities. 

In this chapter, residents argued for the need to create spaces for 
people to come together on a grassroots basis as opposed to the 
top-down community cohesion model that was mired in strategies, 
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frameworks and measurements, as well as driven by central and local 
government. It is also detached from the laissez-fair approach of the 
Conservative—Liberal Democrat Coalition policy of integration that 
expects people to magically come together and resolve the challenges 
of integration that it has to some extent created. At the everyday level, 
people interact as neighbours, students, work colleagues and consumers 
of culture. Residents expressed a positive view of events such as the 
2012 London Olympics or local events where white working-class and 
other groups could come together. These were events through which 
the lived diversity of a country could be celebrated rather than a grand 
plan to discuss community cohesion or establish points of integration. 

Support for a grassroots approach creates an opportunity to develop 
a different paradigm of community development. White working-class 
communities are neither the victims nor the aggressors per se, nor are 
they searching for an idealised community that existed in the past. 
They are building on the expectation that neighbourhoods in cities 
will be multicultural, and to this end, community-building needs to 
factor in dynamic notions of identity, culture and voice that are very 
different to the past or the current environment. Without such an 
approach, it is very likely that the white working class will continue 
to be misunderstood or, at a minimum, misrepresented in its approach 
to accepting and moving forward in a multicultural nation. 


Note 


! A housing policy that gives people born or brought up in an area extra points in 
8 policy S peop: ght up P 


the allocation of housing. 
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SEVEN 


Reshaping white working-class 
identities: inclusive and progressive 


Introduction 


The motivation for writing this book was to rebalance the narrative 
about white working-class communities, multiculturalism and social 
change. As we have noted, the white working class have been reified 
as being either victims or aggressors as Britain transitioned into one 
of the most diverse societies in Europe during the post-1945 period. 
The evidence gleaned from fieldwork studies, secondary data and 
cultural representation shows a range of views. Yes, the white working 
class are sometimes victims and aggressors, as has been discussed, but 
they are also at the forefront of supporting immigrants and minority 
communities, as well as embracing multiculturalism. This latter story 
has been absent and has been drowned out by the welter of discussion 
and debate confirming the former stereotype. The need to consolidate 
a debate on reshaping white working-class identities as being both 
progressive and inclusive is challenging because of a certain path 
dependency in viewing these groups within a different framework. 

Has conflict and antagonism taken place between the white working 
class, newly arrived immigrants and established minority communities? 
Selective incidents have been highlighted in the book, including the 
1958 Notting Hill Riots and the 1968 ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech, 
and these have then been conflated to prove that Britain cannot 
become a cohesive multicultural society. Indeed, the prime minister 
professed in 2011 that multiculturalism had failed. Proponents who 
are fatalistic on immigration and multiculturalism tend to forget or 
ignore the commonalities between white working-class and minority 
communities, not only in terms of a common class position, but also 
because they occupy the same cities and neighbourhoods. They also 
engage in interactions with non-white groups, through personal and 
professional relationships. 

Despite this, white working-class communities continue to be 
framed by their opposition to immigration and multiculturalism, 
which makes it difficult to gain a more considered view with a full 
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and accurate depiction. Throughout this book, the intent has been to 
move away from a simplistic reductionism, where the white working 
class need not be given a vaulted status or demonised as being the 
source of societal problems. In a racialised society, it would be a false 
perspective to suggest that the white working class is devoid of racism. 
Recent studies have revealed commentary that is racist and this has to 
be challenged rather than rationalised. Yet, the white working class are 
not the only group that takes part in racist discourse. Nor are they likely 
to be represented in political institutions or among political leaders 
that have legislated to bring about increasingly restrictive measures on 
immigration during the post-war period, or members of interview 
panels who recruit people into organisations and onto boards but 
fail to achieve minority representation on these entities. Finally, the 
working class is absent among university admissions systems, which 
foster a system where 21 colleges at Oxford and Cambridge did not 
admit a black student in 2013 (see The Guardian, 2013b). Racism and 
a pernicious culture against difference and diversity are entrenched in 
the white middle and upper class that populate politics, companies 
and universities. It is they who have power and influence and yet fail 
to support and embrace the practical meaning of multiculturalism. 
White working-class communities are absent from these decision- 
making roles, which impact the opportunities of the many. A sense of 
perspective is required. 


Blaming multiculturalism 


We have noted the definitional challenges with ‘white’ and ‘working 
class’ but also ‘multiculturalism’. In the absence of clarity, this term, 
like the ‘white working class’, becomes used and abused in many 
narratives. Multiculturalism has been promoted in the relatively recent 
past despite becoming a noxious term as a result of political and 
media criticism since its zenith in 2001. For example, the promotion 
of London’s candidacy for the 2012 Olympic Games emphasised the 
vibrant diversity of this global city. However, a year before, the British 
prime minister had derided ‘state multiculturalism’ while his German 
and French peers were claiming that the concept was dead. 

In the book, we discussed how the prominence of multiculturalism 
has been linked to the downward fortunes of white working-class 
communities. It heralded identity politics during the 1970s and 
was fermented in the claims by minority communities for decent 
housing, social justice and political representation. The campaign 
for a better deal for those who did not have a voice resulted in the 
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white working class being ‘crowded out’ in public policy and politics. 
After all, they had benefitted from access to social housing while 
immigrants were funnelled into poor-quality and unregulated inner- 
city private sector housing, were politically represented by the Labour 
Party in Parliament and the trade unions in the workplace, and had 
pubs and working men’s clubs that were places of leisure and social 
activity. Multiculturalism and the new set of claims have been seen as 
jeopardising this worldview. 

The politics of resentment and ‘white backlash’ were situated as 
white working-class responses to an impression that multiculturalism 
gave preferential treatment to minority communities at their expense. 
Access to decent housing, competition for jobs and the apparent 
support of the Labour Party to the needs of diverse interest groups 
embedded this perception. A bubbling discontent with the outcomes of 
a multiculturalism policy has been the framework of the resentment and 
the ‘white backlash’ thesis. Some suggest that it explains the reason why 
the white working class, and the electorate generally, have supported 
openly racist and nationalist parties like the British National Party 
(BNP) in 2009 and United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) in 
2014. However, this supposition may be naive. 

Multiculturalism has been in decline since the publication of 
the seminal Macpherson and Parekh Reports in 1999 and 2000, 
respectively. From its high point, it has been attacked by politicians, 
the media and commentators. New Labour’s policy of community 
cohesion was ushered into public discourse in 2001 following riots 
in Burnley, Oldham and Bradford. Multiculturalism was buried as a 
policy framework with the telling phrase ‘parallel lives’ because it had 
led to increased rather than decreased segregation between white and 
minority communities. After the fatal 7/7 London bombings, there was 
discussion that the so-called ‘home-grown’ terrorists, who had killed 
innocent people on the transport network, had been born and brought 
up in England during a period of multiculturalism. The inference was 
that the policy had led to loyalties that placed faith ahead of country. 
Declining multiculturalism was a feature of New Labour and this trend 
continued with the introduction of the policy of integration under 
the Conservative—Liberal Democrat government that was elected at 
the 2010 general election. 

The position of white working-class communities in the rise and 
fall of multiculturalism changed. Initially, in the halcyon early days of 
New Labour, they were viewed as being backward in their perceived 
opposition to multiculturalism, which was then regarded as a marker 
for a modern Britain. In the book, we discussed this idea in terms of 
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the media portrayal of the suspects in the Stephen Lawrence murder 
inquiry. They were white thugs who lived in a closed and dangerous 
council estate in South London. It was almost as if the suspects were 
symptomatic of white working-class communities. They were an 
example of ‘dirty whiteness’ and hyper-visible as having no place in a 
modern country. However, as multiculturalism has receded and been 
replaced by a febrile new period of racialised discourse, working-class 
‘dirty whiteness’ has been, to some extent, cleaned and white identity 
and the norms associated with this is the basis for national identity. 
Immigrants and Muslims have become the problematic ‘other’. 

Whiteness has been laundered by multiculturalism. In addition, 
class has been rehabilitated. This was initially signalled in 2009 by 
Connecting Communities, a programme ostensibly designed not 
only to address the impact of the recession on neighbourhoods across 
England, but also to counter the rising levels of support for the BNP in 
working-class areas. The importance of the white working class or ‘left 
behind’ voters also became prominent after the 2014 European elections 
with the success of UKIP. Class and its framing against the backdrop 
of immigration became an important part of political discourse after 
years in the political wilderness. 

Instead of recognising the anger of the white working class in response 
to deindustrialisation, the decimation of working-class jobs and their 
political disconnection from mainstream political organisations, the 
white working class became the victims of multiculturalism. 

In short, these factors were integral to the white working class’s 
loss of identity and voice. The critique of multiculturalism should be 
challenged when the white working class are viewed solely as being 
socially conservative and against immigration. The layers that have 
been revealed by in-depth studies are discounted for a quick political 
fix. Racism is left unchallenged in working-class communities and 
throughout society because it represents the new age of discourse 
where racism has become almost legitimised. 


Culture, identities and representation 


One of the most powerful forms in shaping white working-class 
identity has been through film and television, as well as music. Being 
supported by influential work emanating from academic institutions 
such as the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at the University 
of Birmingham, culture and subculture were used in the book to 
explore the depiction of white working-class identities. By selecting 
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seminal moments, we attempted to construct how the white working 
class went from ‘hero’ to ‘zero’. 

Characterisations show the many parts of white working-class 
identities. Thus, social realism films, such as Saturday Night and Sunday 
Morning, helped to establish an image of working-class communities 
as having complex and interesting lives. There were a number of films 
during the late 1950s and 1960s that changed the paradigm by creating a 
platform in film to explore prescient political and social issues. Notably, 
A Taste of Honey explored the theme of miscegenation between a young 
white woman and older black man against the backdrop of Salford 
in the early 1960s. This was daring commentary, albeit at the start of 
a decade that witnessed many social reforms. It seemed to highlight 
a number of issues that are relevant to this book. First, there was 
recognition that a black presence was a part of Britain, as well as its 
working-class neighbourhoods and places of work. Second, interracial 
relationships between working-class white women and black men were 
becoming a reality. Third, there was an understanding that Britain’s role 
as an imperial power was fading fast and challenges lay ahead in terms 
of managing social change and immigration from former colonies. 

Social realism created a range of working-class characters that 
could be viewed as charismatic, such as Arthur Seaton in Saturday 
Night and Sunday Morning. This was a progressive development in 
presenting a different and multidimensional portrayal of working-class 
communities. A different and less positive character was created in a 
hugely popular TV programme launched in 1965. Till Death Us Do 
Part sought to portray in a comedic and satirical way the relationships 
in a working-class family living in the East End of London. This was 
referenced to the decline of British influence alongside the rise of 
colonial immigration and multiculturalism. The main character, Alf 
Garnett, expressed openly racist views on prime-time television using 
language that was justified as being used in reality by working-class 
communities. If Arthur was a cool anti-hero, it was evident that Alf 
was a loud-mouthed racist bigot who complained that the problems 
of the country rested with immigrants and immigration. Till Death 
represented the conjoining of whiteness, class and racism and was 
beamed on prime-time television to an audience of millions. 

In the book, we discussed the return of social realism in later films 
such as This is England, which was screened in 2006 but harked back 
to a time 20 years previously. The portrayal of Britain in 1983 is 
unflattering. Beset by the vitriolic nationalism of the 1982 victory over 
the conflict with Argentina in the Falklands, and mired in economic 
recession, the film addresses issues related to white working-class 
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identity, immigration and racism through the lens of a skinhead gang. 
Initially, the group are seen as diverse and embracing multiculturalism. 
The release of a former member, Combo, from prison marks a sharp 
detour into a much darker and racist narrative. The gang is split as some 
follow Combo’s National Front-infused analysis of the adverse impact 
of immigration and multiculturalism on England. The film is littered 
with racist diatribe towards minority communities and violence aimed 
at an Asian shopkeeper. At its conclusion, This is England emphasises 
the pointlessness of nationalism and racism. 

Cultural representations of white working-class communities as being 
racist and backward are unconvincing. The situation is made even more 
challenging by the way in which the media has portrayed this group 
in key events since 1945. Two were discussed as symptomatic of the 
problem. Increased levels of immigration in 1950s’ Britain from its 
former colonies were needed to support an expanding economy. Many 
of these migrants found a home in areas of cheap accommodation, 
such as Notting Hill in London. During this time, the area was a 
largely decrepit and disadvantaged part of West London. It was also 
predominantly white and working-class. As violence erupted in 1958, 
the victims were seen as Caribbean immigrants and the aggressors were 
working-class white men. The subculture of Teds became viewed as 
young white racist men who instigated the 1958 riots. Again, 10 years 
later, in response to Enoch Powell’s ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech, white 
working-class Dockers and Meat Porters went on strike in support 
of the apocalyptic vision of Powell and the impact of immigration. 
In both instances, the white working class were seen as being in the 
vanguard of racist violence. 

Responding to the negative and ‘zero’ cultural representation, the 
medium of music was deployed. In the first instance, punk was seen 
as a white proletarian subculture that exploded in Britain in 1976. 
Leading bands of the genre such as The Clash were political and 
influenced by the politics of race and immigration. Songs like “White 
Riot’ demonstrated a bond between white working-class and black 
youth. However, the punk aesthetic was also influenced by Nazi 
symbolism and this, along with the skinhead Oi! movement and its 
association with racist parties such as the National Front and British 
Movement, clouded the view that it was a progressive intervention and 
representation of white working-class culture. Latterly, the rise of 2 
Tone unequivocally showcased how music, culture and representation 
can be fused in a joyous celebration of difference. This was birthed 
in Coventry, a working-class city in the heart of the country, and was 
pioneered by a diverse group of musicians who promoted anti-racism 
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in songs and music. It was a grassroots movement that continues to 
influence working-class culture. 

Moving from hero to zero in cultural representation is not linear. 
However, film, television, media and music are critically important 
to the themes that are central to this book. The white working class 
need not be lionised or demonised. However, characters like Arthur 
Seaton, Alf Garnett and Combo show the divergent views of white 
working-class males. Some are racist and antagonistic, others less so. 
This group may also be represented by the music of punk and ska and 
bands like The Clash and The Specials. Cultural representation does not 
give us hero or zero, but, instead, shows a range of identities that are 
missing from research and policy contributions. 


Across the pond and in Europe 


White working-class loss, fears of immigration, political disconnection 
and search for an idealised past contributed to the rise of the insurgent 
parties of the nationalist Right across some parts of Europe and in the 
US. For example, this is seen in the growth of UKIP in Britain, the 
Sweden Democrats in Sweden and the upsurge of the insurgent Tea 
Party movement in US politics after the historic election of President 
Barack Obama in 2008. In all cases, these organisations were to 
the Right of the mainstream parties and put themselves forward as 
representing voters who had no voice. In some cases, such as in the 
UK and the US, the insurgents were influential in shaping the political 
agenda. Of course, the rise of UKIP in Britain reached a high when 
it emerged victorious at the 2014 European elections, while the Tea 
Party continues to be a vocal interest group inside the Republican Party. 

Our discussion showed that similarities do exist beyond the specificity 
of national politics, history and ideology. For example, concern with 
the powers of the federal government in the US and the European 
Commission in Europe, the anti-politics strategy of the Tea Party and 
UKIP, and the resurrection of immigration as challenging norms of 
national identity and whiteness had been established over many years 
in both countries. The white working class has been seen as the basis 
of core support and yet the data suggests a middle-class engagement. 
The Tea Party has begun to fade in the US because of Republican 
mainstream challenge and recognition that the politics of fear regarding 
immigration does not make sense in a country that will be minority 
white by 2050. 

Back in the UK, the lessons around support for UKIP are clear. 
Mainstream parties need to challenge the rhetoric of fear, as well as 
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the assumption that the white working class is the core support. As 
we have seen in the book, there is an element of working-class voters 
who supported Powellism, and these are the residue who continue to 
vote for UKIP. Much more pressing is building a vision based on the 
future reality rather than a long-gone past. 


The voice of the white working class 


The fieldwork chapters attempted to give voice to white working-class 
communities. At one level, they may be viewed as simply confirming 
that this group is resentful and angry about issues of multiculturalism 
and change. Yet, an alternative view also emerges — one in which 
people support multiculturalism through a lived experience and reject 
top-down government policy on race. The voice here is considered 
and progressive. 

Everyday integration exists, with white working-class and minority 
groups living together as family members, neighbours, work colleagues 
and students. As such, the lived experiences of multiculturalism are 
a strong argument against those who incorrectly suggest that white 
working-class communities are living ‘parallel lives’ separate and apart 
from minority communities. Of course, there is resentment and 
disagreement between white working class residents on the impact 
of immigration. On the other hand, the blame is not so much placed 
on immigrants, but on a disconnected and remote government that 
does not listen and assumes that white working-class communities fall 
into a reductionist stereotype, which has been challenged in the book. 

In the first of the two fieldwork chapters, the importance of being 
treated fairly was stressed to interviewers. This was linked to a lack 
of voice in local politics. Compared to minority communities, who 
appeared to have community organisations and local representatives, 
white working-class communities made the point that they did not have 
organisations that addressed their needs. However, such a perspective 
can be challenged because their voice is heard in the media on a 
regular basis. The importance of fairness perhaps speaks more to the 
need for government to become even more open and transparent in 
the allocation of public goods such as social housing. 

The second fieldwork chapter considered the views of white 
working-class communities in the Borough of Waltham Forest in 
North-East London. Again, multiculturalism is viewed as a lived reality 
and an asset to neighbourhoods and communities. Being British was 
not in any way linked to being white. Values of hard work, reciprocity, 
trust and support were seen in established minority communities in 
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the East End but less so in newly arrived white migrants from Eastern 
Europe. This study showed that white working-class identity was 
diverse and inclusive of established minority groups. Those interviewed 
come across not as being closed or resistant to change, but as eager to 
engage in grassroots dialogue with different communities. These voices 
of white working-class residents challenge some of the conventional 
wisdom that has become embedded when we think of the interaction 
of these groups with the themes of immigration and social change. 

The fieldwork chapters did contain viewpoints and expressions 
on multiculturalism that seem to echo the worst examples of white 
working-class resentment and anger, as seen in the Notting Hill riots 
and responses to the ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech. However, as we have 
stated earlier, these different, divergent and sometimes contradictory 
views are reflective of the way in which the politics of immigration 
and race have been conducted since 1945. Arguably, these matters have 
become even more toxic since the attacks of 11 September 2001, the 
emergence of community cohesion and the decline of multiculturalism. 
For example, the working class are no different to the majority of 
people interviewed in Britain about the need for greater restrictions 
on immigration. They need not be assumed to have more progressive 
or, indeed, regressive views on the subject. The fieldwork again shows 
the variety of views, with a strong agreement on the need to promote 
the local expression of multiculturalism. 


Summary 


Given the past and present, what of the future? It is risky to predict the 
prospect for white working-class communities and multiculturalism. 
Despite the difficulty, and reviewing some of the themes discussed 
previously, we start from the three premises based on economic, 
political and cultural frames. 

First, considerable challenges abound in attempting to define the 
white working class based on a reductionist logic that is not fit for 
purpose. While the socio-economic categorisation on class became a 
mainstay in Britain for much of the 20th century and remained fixed 
in research and the popular consciousness, this categorisation has been 
challenged by new analysis that sees class as much more elastic, taking 
into account the extent of social networks and cultural preferences 
in forming alignments. This could be described as transforming class 
definition in a post-industrial society, when our sense of identity, 
belonging and even status becomes challenged. The meaning of class is 
shaped by representations in the media and television and this will likely 
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carry on as an elastic definition of class is expanded for inclusivity and 
then constricted by the narrow and incomplete stereotype transmitted 
into millions of homes. 

Second, the messiness of class is compounded by race. Some have 
suggested that the white working class do not have the privilege and 
power of white that is associated with other groups in society. Whiteness 
is invisible and is not the dominant norm that provides the benchmark 
against which people are measured. Rather, and as discussed, the 
whiteness of the white working class is seen and tangible, expressed 
in many different forms, with crass language, crude aesthetic tastes 
and living in annexed and dangerous council estates. This is a ‘dirty 
whiteness’ that is obvious and scorned rather than the ‘clean whiteness’ 
that is hidden yet celebrated. 

Accepting that white working-class communities do not have access 
to power and resources has been mentioned at various times in this 
book. However, do we accept that the white working class does not 
have the privilege associated with whiteness? On balance, we are 
suggesting that this would be too bold of a statement. Whiteness has 
been, and continues to be, the dominant norm in British society. The 
white working class benefit from their ethnicity in a way that is denied 
to minority groups. Indeed, in almost every public policy domain, from 
health and housing to employment, it is minority groups that occupy 
the bottom rung in terms of statistical outcomes. Being a victim of 
‘stop and search’ tactics by the police or being seen as a member of a 
suspect community is about race and racism and not simply class. In 
discussing and giving voice to white working-class communities, racism 
should not be wished away or relegated to being of lesser importance 
in public policy debates. It is very much alive in British society. 

Third, the rise and fall of multiculturalism has been analysed in 
this book as leading to the recalibration of whiteness and class. In 
short, the increasing salience of multiculturalism helped to stratify the 
‘dirty whiteness’ of the white working class while its demise could be 
viewed as resulting in a ‘clean whiteness’. History has shown how this 
has been framed. At various times in the post-1945 period, concerns 
about immigration and the impact of difference have been used to 
create a convenient point for whiteness to become unified against a 
common enemy. British identity has been restated as being about white 
identity in terms of cultural norms and practices that have marked 
out immigrants and minorities as the outliers who needed to move 
towards core values, however poorly defined. The antagonism towards 
immigration, which has been a constant in British politics, appears 
to have become increasingly prominent in the recent period. Indeed, 
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this has become the new normal in British society. Multiculturalism 
has been seen by some as playing a role in marginalising the white 
working class and its retreat is the basis for this group to assume an 
importance in society that had been lost. It is in this space that political 
parties like UKIP feeding off the concerns about immigration and the 
loss of British norms and identity, have attempted a reverse takeover of 
progressive public discourse. Given the shield of racialisation, whiteness 
has become dominant. 


Looking ahead 


Globalisation and interconnectedness will continue to be important 
in shaping national and local public policy debates. In turn, the issues 
that have been central to this book — whiteness, identity, social change 
— will be impacted by immigration and the continuing transformation 
of Britain from being monocultural to a multicultural country. 

Yet, at the start of a new century, characterised by the international 
movement of people and capital and the fluidity of space and identity, 
Britain appears to be moving in the opposite direction, as seen through 
its support for the protectionist agenda of ultra-nationalists and a 
hankering for a past that was never the reality. As we have noted, 
following the 2014 European elections, Britain made a type of history 
that it may come to regret. The nationalist and right-wing UKIP was 
victorious with 27% of the popular vote. This can be attributed to a 
strategy that fixates on white working-class voters who are angry about 
the impact of multiculturalism and the lack of traction that they have 
on the agenda of the mainstream political parties. 

The success of anti-immigration parties should not come as a shock 
either in Britain or other countries in Europe. Gaining the support 
of the white working class has been achieved during the most severe 
economic contraction since the 1930s. In Britain, people have suffered 
as the country has experienced the most sustained fall in the standard of 
living in the post-1945 period. It could be described as moving from 
a period of relative security to one of profound insecurity. 


Disconnection ... 


It should be asserted that the success of UKIP has been signposted by 
some of the studies on white working-class communities discussed 
in this book. The extent of political disconnection and disdain for 
the group described as the ‘political class’ is palpable. This is more a 
problem for Labour than the Conservatives or the Liberal Democrats, 
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for it has historically claimed to act in the interests of the working 
class and the white working class. Its transition into New Labour and 
the unprecedented success demonstrated by the convincing victories 
in 1997, 2001 and 2005 were partly the result of building a wider 
coalition of support. 

The white working class were forgotten and regarded as being an 
anomaly in building a modern, international country. This group were 
politically homeless and viewed minorities as speeding ahead in terms 
of housing, jobs and political representation. Lack of voice, economic 
decline and disconnection from political institutions viewed as being 
impenetrable and mired in scandal presented a ‘perfect storm’ for UKIP 
to be cast as the unlikely saviour of the white working class. Similar 
to its peers in Europe and to the Tea Party in the US, UKIP has, for 
the moment, claimed a connection with and representation of white 
working-class interests. It is a new and shiny insurgence, but looks 
can be deceiving. Scratch this 2014 sheen and a very different party 
is revealed, one that commits to the type of free-market economic 
policies that led to the economic crisis, one that supports and advocates 
for restrictive laws on workers’ rights, and one that has a deeply racist, 
homophobic and sexist political culture whose supporters identify not 
only with Margaret Thatcher and the Conservatives, but with Adolf 
Hitler and the Nazis. 


... Reconnection 


This book has shown the weak and fragmented response by political 
parties to the white working class. Again, this should not be surprising 
because Labour, in particular, has been concerned about the political 
consequences of being seen as weak on immigration policy. Richard 
Crossman (1991) recounts the fear that this issue created among Labour 
politicians in the 1960s and the worry that it could lose white working- 
class support. As was the case then, the response has been to call for 
greater restrictions on immigration, including closing UK borders. 
Attempting to reconnect with white working-class communities by 
speaking the language of the fatalists on immigration and social change 
is the equivalent of the Monty Python “dead parrot’. 

Britain has been debating the impact of multiculturalism and 
immigration for more than 150 years. Newly arrived immigrants — the 
Irish in the 1850s, Jews in 1900s, Caribbean communities and those 
from India and Pakistan in the 1950s and now Poles in the 2000s — 
have been greeted with the rhetoric of concerns about the pressure on 
working-class communities, housing, schools and jobs. Neighbourhood 
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change locally and identity change nationally have been the political 
calling card of those who seek to make capital from fear. 

Reconnecting with the white working class should be based on the 
reality of immigration, multiculturalism and ‘everyday integration’. 
The questions that need to be posed have to include practical issues 
rather than overblown rhetoric. In the fraying of the welfare state, who 
are the people likely to look after elderly and disabled relatives in care 
homes or hospitals for wages that many would not find sufficiently 
attractive? Who selects, picks and packs the fruit and vegetables for the 
local supermarket that are an essential part of dietary requirements? 
Where do people go to get essential provisions after these supermarkets 
have closed in the evening? Who owns the Indian restaurant that you, 
your family and friends go to during the weekend? Studies of white 
working-class communities demonstrate that the positive benefits of 
multiculturalism are acknowledged and, in some cases, embraced. This 
is the lived reality. Reconnecting is about emphasising and making the 
case for the benefits of difference for everyday and routine life. 

In appealing to white working-class voters, rather than pandering to 
narrow nationalist rhetoric, political parties need to connect and make 
the case for a vision of a modern, multicultural society that depends 
on the creativity and skills of all established and emerging communities 
in order to compete in an increasingly competitive global economy. 
Closed borders, insularity and virulent nationalism paint a pessimistic 
picture of a country as one that is going backwards rather than forwards. 
Political parties need to emphasise the loss of jobs, income and services, 
all of which are likely to have a disproportionate impact on white 
working-class communities, if the agenda of UKIP and its followers 
is translated into policy. The stark choice is between regression and 
progression. Thus, political parties need to find ways to connect with 
white working-class voters though a programme of radical, practical 
and reforming policies that emphasise inclusion rather than exclusion. 


Rebooting 


The disconnection of people from politicians and political institutions is 
visceral. In this context, it could be argued that the white working class 
have been sceptical of multiculturalism. This is not simply because of 
resentment and ‘white backlash’ against the ‘favours rather than fairness’ 
linked with minorities, but also because government has, in a top- 
down and bureaucratic manner, implemented these policies. Research 
findings on white working-class perspectives and multiculturalism 
show that the message of difference and diversity loses potency when 
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delivered by discredited individuals and institutions. Rebooting work 
with white working-class communities does not mean that government 
should withdraw from the policies of cohesion, integration and 
multiculturalism. Anti-discriminatory laws need to be policed and 
policy frameworks set the parameters of debate. However, the state 
should in some circumstances be the facilitator rather than driver in 
local communities. This means that promoting the benefit of diversity 
and multiculturalism should not be the task of a remote institution 
or discredited politicians. Rather, trusted activists on the ground or 
working through community organisations rooted in the reality of the 
everyday lives of white working-class communities are the best way to 
connect with this group. This type of compact — people, organisations 
and government — gives the prospect of a radical and progressive politics 
that is different from the nationalist nostalgia of UKIP, Blue Labour or, 
indeed, the vacuous indifference of the Conservative—Liberal Democrat 
Coalition’s policies of integration. 

This type of rebooting is based on the premise that white working- 
class communities are as diverse as any other group in society. They 
have fluid identities that are shaped and constructed depending on 
different contexts. Some examples of these have been represented in the 
fieldwork studies presented and can also be seen through the cultural 
spectrum that we have viewed. There is a very strong possibility that 
coalitions of interest between white working-class and established 
and emerging minority communities can occur at a grassroots level 
and that they can be based on common concerns and aspirations. 
The rebooting is about building a practical and progressive majority 
coalition comprised of the young, women and minority voters, along 
with middle-class liberals and the traditional working class, in order to 
build a core of support through cities and towns. In this way, the white 
working class will challenge and free itself from the straightjacket that 
it has been forced into by reification. That is, it will move away from 
being insular, closed and resistant to change and multiculturalism and 
instead become the agency for shaping a new Britain based on new 
values. Given the racialisation of politics domestically and concerns 
about insecurity internationally, there has never been a more important 
time to fight for a progressive future. 
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“While racial conflict remains a very real problem, with significant effects on 
politics and policy, this book reminds us that racism transcends traditional class 
boundaries, and focuses on the best source for understanding working-class culture 
— the lived experiences and the voices of working-class people.” 

Sherry Linkon, Georgetown University, USA 


“Harris Beider prioritises the voices of people in white, working-class communities — 
providing a rich and provocative analysis of ethnicity, class, power and 
representation. This book is a vital — and timely — resource for policy-makers.” 

Julia Unwin, Chief Executive of the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, UK 


Generalised views of white working-class communities are common but knowledge of 
how these communities regard multiculturalism and change less so. This important book 
provides the first substantial analysis of white working-class perspectives on themes of 
multiculturalism and change in the UK, creating an opportunity for these ‘silent voices’ 
to be heard. Based on over 200 interviews in multiple sites the results are startling — 
challenging politicians, policy-makers and researchers. Improving our understanding 

of how this group went from ‘hero to zero’, and became framed as racist, resistant to 
change and disconnected from politics, the book suggests a new and progressive agenda 
for white working-class communities to become a fully inclusive part of a modern and 
diverse country in the 21st century. The book will be valuable to academics and students 
as well as policy-makers and practitioners in national government and organisations. 
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